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ABSTRACT 
New Church Planting and Stress: A Look at the Florida Region of the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) 
by 
Fernando Morales 
New church planters and their families are affected by stress as they tackle a field 
of ministry where stress is paramount in many instances. Research shows that stress can 
be negative to the point of leading a subject to death, but appropriately managed, it can 
present strong opportunities for growth and maturing as a human being and as a leader. 
This important polarity of stress, along with the possibilities for research and learning it 
entails, makes this study significant enough to invite its continued reading.  
The purpose of this study was to identify the sources of stress experienced by  
active and inactive new church planters and their families within the Florida Region of 
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), and to explore resources made available to 
them to more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. The sampling for the 
study was selected in conversation with a Florida Disciples regional staff, and in 
consultation with the research project’ advisor. The study is in the narrative/descriptive 
mode. Its findings demonstrate the undeniable and, at times, brutal effects of stress upon 
ministers and their loved ones. It further demonstrates the need for the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in Florida to keep improving the well-being of new church planters 
and their families by exploring and providing adequate resources for them to more 
effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress.  
 
New Church Planting and Stress: A Look at the Florida Region of the Christian 









Presented to the Faculty of 
 










In Partial Fulfillment 
 
Of the Requirements for the Degree 
 







































TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 Page 
 
LIST OF FIGURES...…………………………………………………………………...viii 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................................... ix 
 
CHAPTER 1 NATURE OF THE PROJECT  .....................................................................1 
 
Overview of the Chapter  .........................................................................................1 
 
Personal Introduction  ..............................................................................................1 
 
Statement of the Problem  ........................................................................................4 
 
Purpose of the Project…………… ..........................……………………………....7 
 
Research Questions ..................................................................................................7 
 
Research Question #1 ..................................................................................7 
 
Research Question #2 ..................................................................................8 
 
Research Question #3 ..................................................................................8 
 
Rationale for the Project ..........................................................................................8 
 
Definition of Key Terms  .........................................................................................9 
 
Delimitations  .........................................................................................................10 
 
Review of Relevant Literature ...............................................................................12 
 
Research Methodology  .........................................................................................14 
 
 Type of Research  ......................................................................................16 
 
 Participants  ................................................................................................17 
 
 Data Collection  .........................................................................................17 
 
 Data Analysis  ............................................................................................18 
 
 Generalizability  .........................................................................................18 
 
iv 
Project Overview  ..................................................................................................19 
 
CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW FOR THE PROJECT .........................................20 
 
Overview of the Chapter ........................................................................................20 
 
Biblical Foundations ..............................................................................................20 
 
 The Great Commission ..............................................................................21 
 
 The First Church Planting Pastors .............................................................26 
 
 The God of Multiplication…………………………… .....………………28 
 
 Searching for Biblically Grounded Leaders .................................……….30 
 
Theological Foundations ........................................................................................35 
 
The One Who Plants is the Holy Spirit ......................................................35 
 
The Mission of God ...................................................................................36 
 
And God Rested; Shall We?……………………… ..................................39 
 
The Disciples of Christ Vision for New Church Planting……… ....…………….43 
 
Risk, Danger and Stress…………………………… ....………………………….48 
 
Psychological Aspects of Stress………………………….....……………………52 
 
Statistics About Stress…………………………………….....…………………...54 
 
The Unavoidability of Stress………………… ....……………………………….55 
 
Perceptions of Stress .....................................................................................…….56 
 
Is Stress Good or Bad…………… ....................................………………………57 
 
Stress Hiding Behind Priorities…………………………… .....………………….60 
 




Enmeshment vs. the Need for Sense of Self……………… .....………………….68 
 
v 
Research Design Literature  ...................................................................................73 
Summary of Literature  ..........................................................................................75 
 
CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FOR THE PROJECT………………….78 
 
Overview of the Chapter ………………………………………………………...78 
 
Nature and Purpose of the Project .........................................................................78 
 
Research Questions ................................................................................................79 
 
Research Question #1 ................................................................................79 
 
Research Question #2 ................................................................................79 
 
Research Question #3 ................................................................................80 
 
Ministry Context(s) for Observing the Phenomenon  ............................................80 
 
Participants to be Sampled About the Phenomenon  .............................................81 
 
 Criteria for Selection  .................................................................................81 
 
 Description of Participants  ........................................................................81 
  
 Ethical Considerations  ..............................................................................81 
  
Instrumentation  .....................................................................................................82 
 
Expert Review  .......................................................................................................83 
Procedure for Collecting Evidence from Participants  ..........................................84 
 
Procedure for Analyzing the Evidence Collected  .................................................86 
 
Reliability & Validity of Project Design  ..............................................................88 
 
CHAPTER 4 EVIDENCE FOR THE PROJECT ..............................................................89 
 
Overview of the Chapter  .......................................................................................89 
 
Participants  ............................................................................................................89 
 
Research Question #1:  Description of Evidence ..................................................92 
 
vi 
Research Question #2:  Description of Evidence ................................................100 
 
Research Question #3:  Description of Evidence ................................................105 
 
Summary of Major Findings ................................................................................110 
 
CHAPTER 5 LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT ...........................................111 
 
Overview of the Chapter  .....................................................................................111 
 
Major Findings .....................................................................................................111 
 
First Finding---Main stressors for new church planters…………………112 
 
Second Finding---Limited resources for new church planters…………..113 
 
Third Finding---Church planters uninformed about resources…………..115 
 
Fourth Finding---Negative effects of stress on new church planters……117  
 
Ministry Implications of the Findings..................................................................119 
 
Limitations of the Study.......................................................................................120 
 








A. Letter of Permission…………………… .........................……………...........127 
 
B. Invitation Letter to Participants .......................................................................129 
 
C. Consent Form for Interview ............................................................................131 
 
D. Consent Form for Survey/Questionnaire ........................................................134 
 
E. Survey on Stressors for Planters ......................................................................137 
 
F. Survey on Stressors for Family Members .......................................................138 
 
G. Letter to Experts ..............................................................................................139 
 
vii 
H. Expert Review Protocol for Questionnaire……………… .....………………142 
 
I. Expert Review Protocol for Interview… ..........................................................148 
 
J. Expert Review Protocol: Survey on Stressors for Planters… ...................…...151 
 
K. Expert Review Protocol: Survey on Stressors for Family Members………..154 
 
L. Interview Protocol for Planters………………………………………………156     
 
WORKS CITED ..............................................................................................................161 
 
WORKS CONSULTED ..................................................................................................167 
  
viii 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 Page 
 
Figure 4.1 Total of Participants by Ethnicity and Gender .................................................90 
 
Figure 4.2 Gender of Planters ............................................................................................91 
 
Figure 4.3 Ethnicity of Family Members...……………………………………………....91    
 
Figure 4.4 Gender of Family Members...………………………………………………...92 
 







My loving wife Brenda has been my engine. She provided the encouragement and 
support needed as I began this project. Her patience and loving care made a difference all 
throughout this process. The staff at the doctoral program office were always kind, 
available, and willing to help. Winfield Bevins proved to be the best advisor I could have 
ever gotten. Being knowledgeable on the field of new church planting, he provided 
professional insights and made himself available to lead me. He was patient in allowing 
me to realize the extent to which I needed to delimit my research topic. His availability 
and expertise, as well as his scholarly work quoted in this project, were great assets to me 
throughout this whole process. Gilberto Collazo from Hope Partnership of the Disciples 
of Christ in Indianapolis, sat with me at this project’ initial stages, listened to me, and 
provided invaluable input regarding the instruments used to gather the data and how to 
make them more valid and reliable. Betsy Goehrig, Regional Minister of the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida, was very supportive and made herself available 
to help me in every aspect. I appreciate her believing that this research project was 
important and needed not only by the Florida region, but also by the whole denomination. 
She wrote a Letter of Permission for me to be able to conduct this project in the region. 
Dr. Alexandra Henchy Anderson was also instrumental in keeping me on my toes 
regarding the IRB application. She helped sharpen my work and make it look 







Overview of the Chapter 
 
Church planting is a serious and difficult ministry. It can be a very shifting and 
unpredictable endeavor. Generally, church planters and their families do not have a clear 
idea of what awaits on the horizon as they embark on this challenging and, at times, 
blurred process. That sense of the unknown along with ministry and family dynamics, 
can create much stress amidst an already complicated situation. Church planters and their 
families need to be nurtured as they devote themselves to such pivotal work. They need 
effective resources to confront the harmful effects of stress. Those resources hopefully 
help them remain united and sane before the demanding challenges of ministry. 
This chapter introduces the topic of church planting. It names the sources of stress 
related to church planting and their effects upon church planting families within the 
context of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). Three research questions are 
introduced as a guide and foundation to the entire work. The chapter includes some 
autobiographical facts of the researcher, a statement of the problem, and a rationale for it. 
It also presents who the participants are, takes a preliminary look at the relevant literature 
for the study, and reviews the methodology utilized to gather and analyze the data.  
Personal Introduction 
The year 2000 with the "Y2K" commotion and the expectations of what was to 
happen as the new century arrived, represented the start of a new chapter in my 
ministerial journey. I became a “new church planter” for the Christian Church (Disciples 
of Christ) in Florida. Almost fifteen years before that, in January of 1986, I had moved 
from Puerto Rico to Chicago to be a bilingual school teacher. I became a member at a 
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Hispanic Presbyterian congregation where I served for six years. Then I served in the 
American Baptist Church (ABC-USA) as I moved to the Chicago suburbs. That was the 
time when I sensed God calling me into ministry. 
After three and a half years of ministry at Logan Square Baptist Church, a 
revitalization project in Chicago, I moved to Florida in 1999 and became a member at a 
Hispanic Disciples of Christ church in Sebring. I had grown-up as a member of Disciples 
of Christ in Puerto Rico. Thus, to me this represented going back to my ecclesiastical 
roots. In January of 2000 I was commissioned by my pastor, Rev. Felix Agosto, to plant a 
new Disciples of Christ congregation.  
At that time, church planting seemed to be relegated to the local level with 
minimal involvement of the Regional or the General departments of the church. That 
seemed to be the expectation since new church planting, as I know now, had not been a 
main goal for the Disciples of Christ since the mid-sixties. New church planting had been 
a neglected area for decades within the Disciples, but things were just starting to change.  
Dick Hamm writes: “…in the mid-1960s we nearly stopped establishing new 
Disciples congregations…For most of our nearly two-hundred- year history, we started 
more congregations than were dying. But from 1965 to 1980 we started almost no 
congregations at all” (3). It is precisely at the turn of the century that Disciples’ scholar 
Dick Hamm published the book, 2020 Vision for the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ). In his book, Hamm confronts the Disciples with the need to go back to make new 
church planting one of their most important goals. A concerted effort between the 
Regional and the General expressions of the church to intentionally lead the 
denomination toward the goal of establishing fifty new congregations per year during the 
Morales 3 
 
next twenty years was required. Up to that moment, the Disciples new church planting 
efforts were not yet centralized, and that fact meant more stress for church planters as 
they depended almost exclusively on the, generally, very limited resources of the mother 
church. Those were the denominational dynamics I confronted as I assumed the 
responsibility of a new church plant project. 
At the beginning of the project I only had some leadership provided by the mother 
church. During the first few months, the small congregation met in a garage. The lack of 
support and resources, in practically every area, translated into stress, not only for me as 
the church planter, but also for my family and the congregation. My emotional state and 
that one of my family and congregation was greatly affected by the dynamics of the new 
church planting process. Obviously, a clear plan had not been set at the beginning. A 
significant portion of stress seemed to be part of the package. This research project gave 
me the opportunity to investigate this topic, not only from biblical and theological 
perspectives, but from a psychological perspective as well.  
Church planting has been in my heart since that time. The Disciples of Christ 
have advanced by leaps during the last two decades in terms of new church ministry and 
the support provided to church planters. But church planting continues to be a rather 
stressful process. This study sought to identify the sources of stress church planters and 
their families confront as they devote themselves to this vital ministry. It also sought to 
explore resources made available to them to more effectively cope with the harmful 





Statement of the Problem 
When there is passion for ministry no one seems to stop to ask questions or pay 
much attention to stress. The flame of the Spirit seems to trap a pastoral heart seeking to 
fulfill God's calling. Amid passionate actions and gigantic efforts, pressing questions start 
to rise, and the emotional stress builds. The questions require answers, and the stress 
demands solutions. Stress is indeed present throughout the church planting process. 
Church planting pastors and their families are particularly vulnerable to constant 
emotional stress. The church planters’ health, sanity, success, and longevity in ministry 
highly depend, among other elements, upon resources available to help them more 
effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. A fierce disposition and the flame of 
the Spirit are good allies to have, but they are often not enough for the church planters 
and their families to effectively cope with stress.      
Some statistics stemming from a recent work help put things into perspective. 
Winfield Bevins' pivotal lecture, “Survive or Thrive? Spiritual Formation for Church 
Planters,” presented on July 2016 at Asbury Theological Seminary, reveals concerning 
facts related to new church planting pastors and their families: 
 ►Eighty percent believe their pastoral ministry has negatively affected their 
families 
 ►Eighty percent of ministry spouses feel left out and unappreciated in their 
church 
 ►Seventy-seven percent feel they do not have a good marriage 
 ►Forty-one percent display anger problems in marriage (reported by the spouse) 
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 ►Thirty-eight percent are divorced or divorcing 
 ►Fifty percent admit to using pornography 
 ►Thirty-seven percent report inappropriate sexual behavior with someone in the 
church (Bevins). 
The fact that the term “stress” is not mentioned above does not mean it is not 
present. That apparent absence of stress makes it an even more dangerous of a problem. 
Stress should not be easily dismissed as it is actively lingering in the background of 
Bevin's reported facts. These statistics confirm that stress, burnout, and difficult family 
dynamics in ministry are not a problem from the past, but a tough pressing reality. The 
higher constituencies of Christian denominations must pay close attention and make 
resources available to church planters and their families to help them more effectively 
cope with the harmful effects of stress. 
Bevins goes one step further in providing findings about the harmful effects of 
stress upon church planters and their families. These facts, along with those already 
shared, reveal a problem of big proportions. As part of a research project, Bevins 
interviewed thirty long-term church planting pastors in nineteen different states and 
representing thirteen different denominational backgrounds. The statistical findings 
Bevins presents as signs of burnout related to ministry stress and emotional health are 
more than disconcerting. 
 ►Seventy-five percent report being “extremely stressed” or “highly stressed” 
Ninety percent report work between fifty-five to seventy-five hours per week 
 ►Ninety percent feel fatigued and worn out every week 
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 ►Seventy percent say they are grossly underpaid 
 ►Forty percent report a serious conflict with a parishioner at least once a month 
 ►Seventy-eight percent were forced to resign and sixty-three percent at least 
twice, most commonly because of church conflicts 
 ►Eighty percent will not be in ministry ten years later and only a fraction makes 
it a lifelong career 
 ►Ninety-one percent have experienced some form of burnout in ministry and 
eighteen percent say they are “fried to a crisp” right now 
 ►Seventy percent say they have lower self-esteem now than when they entered 
ministry 
 ►Seventy percent constantly fight depression 
 ►Fifty percent feel so discouraged that they would leave their ministry if they 
could, but they can’t find another job (Bevins). 
These facts confirm that stress in ministry is a present danger. New church 
planters and their families are being literally exposed to elevated levels of stress. The 
damage stress is causing to them is obvious, and their vulnerability is evident. Being a 
key asset to any Christian denomination, new church planters and their families must be 
nurtured with adequate resources to help them more effectively cope with the harmful 
effects of stress.  
Another scholar dealing with the topic of stress among clergy is Dennis Bickers. 
His approach stems from posing a simple, yet important question: What must happen? 
(8). He proposes that:  
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First, we must name the pressures clergy experience and expose them for what 
they are. Second, we need to teach both churches and clergy how to address each 
of these pressures in healthier ways. Third, we must educate some churches that 
they need to carefully examine and determine if their expectations for clergy 
leadership are unrealistic and unnecessarily stressful on ministers and their 
families (8).  
This project deals only with the tip of the iceberg as it intends to name the sources of 
stress for church planters and their families. It also seeks to explore to what extent the 
higher constituencies of the Disciples of Christ, namely the Regional and the General 
church, have been and are being supportive to new church planters and their families by 
making resources available to help them more effectively cope with the harmful effects 
of stress.   
Purpose of the Project 
The purpose of this project was to identify the sources of stress experienced by 
active and inactive new church planters and their families in the Florida Region of the 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), and to explore resources made available to help 
them more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. 
Research Questions 
 Three research questions were formulated to identify the sources of stress and 
explore what resources are available to help church planters and their families cope with 
the stress they experience. 
Research Question # 1.  
What are the sources of stress experienced by church planters? 
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Research Question #2.  
What are the sources of stress experienced by the church planter’s family?  
Research Question # 3.  
What resources are made available for church planters and their families to help 
them more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress? 
 
Rationale for the Project 
The first reason this study matters is that church planters and their families are 
God’s servants who sacrifice much and who deserve adequate nurturing as they confront 
stress through the church planting process. The emotional health of church planters and 
their families, among other factors, determine the success or failure of the new church 
start. This study seeks to validate the feelings and concerns of the frontline heroes in the 
church planting ministry arena. By focusing not exclusively on the planter, but on the 
family as well, this project intends to call attention to a segment that is generally 
overlooked in these kinds of studies. 
The second reason this study matters is because the topic of the effects of stress 
upon church planters has not been extensively researched. This study can start stirring the 
consciences of scholars and of the church at large to produce more studies and 
professional literature on the topic of church planting and stress. It can also raise concern 
regarding the nurturing and special attention church planters and their families need as 
they devote themselves to such a foundational work for the sake of the church.  
The third reason this study matters is because it attempts to give a voice to the 
church planters and their families. Once those voices are heard, any denomination is 
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better prepared to provide adequate resources to more effectively help the church planters 
and their families cope amid their struggles. 
The fourth reason this study matters is because it provides judicatory leaders, as 
well as leaders at the general level of the denomination, with a realistic view of how 
church planters and their families are constantly dealing with stress and how stress affects 
them emotionally. It allows these leaders to receive firsthand information from the 
witnesses who feel the pressures of stress on their own skins every day. This reality check 
will, hopefully, move the leaders at the regional and general levels of the church to 
strengthen the support system by exploring and providing adequate resources to help 
church planters and their families more effectively cope with stress. 
The fifth reason this study matters is because church planting is one of the main 
goals of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and Canada. That 
goal will not be achieved by the denomination without emotionally healthy leaders who 
positively respond to the church's planting call.  
Definition of Key Terms 
 The definitions of some of the key terms used in this dissertation are taken from 
The American Heritage College Dictionary, but I framed or modified the definitions of 
other terms.  The following key terms are taken from the dictionary: 
►Stress: Mental, emotional, or physical tension, strain, or distress. 
►Distress: To cause anxiety or suffering. To worry. 
►Stressor: An agent causing stress; a source of stress. 




►Church planting: The process through which a new congregation, church, or 
mission is established. 
►Active Church planter: A ministerial leader, generally bi-vocational, who 
devotes herself/himself to plant a new congregation, church, or mission. 
►Inactive Church Planter: A ministerial leader who has planted a new 
congregation, church, or mission in the past.  
►Local or sponsoring church: A church in a community providing leadership 
and resources to a church planting project; not necessarily nesting it, or of the same 
denomination of the project. 
►Mother church: A church launching a new church planting project. 
►Multicultural: Of, pertaining to, or designed for several individual cultures. 
►Multiethnic: Of, relating to, or including a variety of ethnic groups. 
►Church at large:  The rest of the body of Christ, besides the local church.  
►Judicatory leaders: Leaders at the regional level of a denominational 
structure. Their office is usually responsible for the governance of and providing 
resources to its local congregational bodies.  
►General church:  The constituencies or ministries of a religious denomination 
at the executive level, mostly located in a headquarters building or offices. 
Delimitations 
During this study I chose to work with active and inactive new church planters of 
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the Florida Region. Years ago, being a bi-
vocational pastor, I planted a new church for the Disciples of Christ. My interest on this 
topic came from that experience.  
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Generally, the pastors devoting themselves to plant a new church are bi-
vocational, thus having the responsibility of an additional job besides the church work. 
The researcher explored this bi-vocational phenomenon and its distressing effects upon 
church planters and their families. Church planters do not come alone into the 
complicated arena of ministry. Their families are generally very supportive and highly 
involved in the process. This makes all the family members vulnerable. The stress church 
planters feel very often affects their family members as well. In the worst instances, the 
family members become sources of stress for each other. The consequences can be 
devastating. Church planters were encouraged to reconsider with honesty the cost of 
having immediate family members fully involved in a church planting project including 
the extent of the convenience and the effect on the health and the well-being of all 
involved in the plant.  
My original plan was to work with the regions of Florida, Pacific Southwest 
(Southern California), Southwest (Texas), Indianapolis, Arizona, and Canada. I was 
advised by Winfield Bevins, that seemed to be too many regions. It may have meant that 
more people could participate in the research, but it was so broad that the research would 
have resulted in overwhelming amounts of information. In addition, the geographical and 
socio-cultural differences among all those regions may have been an issue. Bevins was 
concerned such amounts of information would cause me a data managing problem. We  
ultimately agreed to select only the Florida region.      
Bevins suggested I would focus the study only on Hispanic new church starts. I 
seriously considered this possibility but concluded that though Bevins’ suggestion had its 
merits, I wanted to embrace my original idea of this study being meaningful to the whole 
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denomination as opposed to only a reduced segment of it. We agreed the study would not 
be limited to any cultural group of planters.  
My original plan was to include only active church planters in the study. This 
changed as the study was limited to the Florida region. In order to have a larger number 
of potential participants we agreed that both active and inactive church planters needed to 
be included in the study.  
I recognized the biases I brought into this study. The fact that I was a new church 
planter years ago might have been a good reason to embark in this study, but the difficult 
experiences and elevated levels of stress I endured at that time could not be easily 
dismissed. I worked hard to keep those biases into perspective. Through active listening 
of other church planters’ stories and in recognizing that each personal story can be 
enriching, I strived to come up with a meaningful and unbiased narrative and study.  
Review of Relevant Literature 
The topic of the effects of stress upon church planters and their families has not 
been extensively addressed by researchers. A good amount of literature exists on the 
topic of church planting in general, but rarely a work is found solely addressing issues of 
stress related to the church planting process. Also, although some literature briefly 
addresses the topic of stress felt by the church planter, it leaves the family totally out of 
the picture. I experienced the most difficulty in finding articles that would address church 
planting and stress.  
Though not much, I found professional literature to at least set a foundation for 
what this research intended. Dick Hamm’s book, 2020 Vision for the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) was instrumental in setting this work within the context of the 
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Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). Though Hamm’s book does not deal directly with 
the issue of stress upon church planters and their families, it provides critical facts and 
data showing the urgency for the Disciples to plant new congregations.  
Christine Hoover’s book, The Church Planting Wife: Help and Hope for Her 
Heart, is probably the closest resource in addressing what this work intended. With its 
whole chapter seven on “Battling Stress,” and a good list of stressors, Hoover really hits 
home as she addresses the important figure of the church planter’s wife and her role. 
Particularly helpful is Hoover’s discussion of six stressors related to the pressures 
endured by the church planter’s wife (126-30). Of course, only one chapter is not a lot, 
and it does not talk about stress upon the church planter and other family members, 
except the wife, but it is meaningful work. 
Material was quoted from a number of edited works by H. Stanley Wood, Mary 
Sue Dreier, Jonathan Falwell and Tom Jones, among others. Also, material from authors 
like Ed Stetzer, Phil Stevenson, Bob Roberts Jr., Stuart Murray, Fred Herron, Marlin 
Mull and Derek Russell, among others, was either cited or consulted. Most of these 
scholars have researched and written about church planting in general; some have 
addressed the planter’s family and stress, though not extensively.  
Some specific literature shed light regarding psychological aspects of stress. 
Authors like Don Colbert and Barry Lenson provided a framework descriptive of the 
extent to which the psychological aspects of stress are critical to study, analyze and 
understand. These aspects of stress have the capability to lead someone to anxiety and 
depression and even death. Finally, an easy-to-implement, step-by-step approach to 
manage stress by world-renowned researchers David H. Barlow, Ronald M. Rapee, and 
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Sarah Perini was consulted as a good example of a resource that can be provided to 
church planters and their families to help them better cope with stress.       
This work added two innovative perspectives added to what is in print. First, the 
whole study was devoted to the effects of stress upon new church planters, and second, it 
attempted to incorporate the church planter’s family as an important aspect with strong 
influence upon the church planter’s poise and well-being. These areas have been 
neglected in past research about church planting. It is, thus, likely that this study will 
reveal some important and enlightening new perspectives related to the topic of new 
church planting and stress.  
Research Methodology 
To accurately answer the research questions, I identified and brought on board 
active and inactive church planters willing to participate in this study. I consulted with 
Gilberto Collazo from Hope Partnership for Missional Transformation, which is the 
General unit of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and 
Canada in charge of bringing to life the denomination’s vision for new church planting. 
Collazo shared valuable insights related to the new church planting process and ministry 
within the denomination. He also provided input to improve the instruments utilized to 
gather the data. Betsy Goehrig was as well consulted. She provided church planters’ 
contact information. She served as one of the professionals revising the research 
instruments for the study and provided a permission letter authorizing the actual research 
to be conducted among the Florida region new church planters. (See Appendix A)  
Even before contacting any of the potential participants, the professional literature 
was reviewed and some instruments in the fashion of a survey, a semi-structured 
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interview and a questionnaire were designed. The survey, semi-structured interview, and 
questionnaire were the instruments used to gather the data. These instruments were then 
submitted to an ‘Expert Review’ process. I then incorporated the expert’s insights into the 
research instruments in order to make them more valid and reliable. Once the research 
instruments were ready, I wrote a letter of introduction identifying myself, explaining the  
purpose of the study, and telling the participants what would be expected of them. I made 
phone calls to participants to inform them about the instruments to be completed. The 
participants were encouraged to return the completed research instruments within two 
weeks after receiving them. This provided a reasonable amount of time for them to 
complete the instruments. It also made sure the online document did not go into oblivion. 
I provided another week of cushion time. At the end of the three-week period I worked 
with what had been submitted. The semi-structured interviews took longer to complete.  
A face-to-face interview was conducted with two active and two inactive church 
planters of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the Florida region. The 
interviews served the purpose of adding cohesiveness to the study. All the interviewed 
signed and dated a consent form and received a copy of it. The interviews were recorded 
and transcribed by the researcher with the participants’ authorization as contained in the 
consent form. All the active and inactive church planters and the Florida regional staff 
were submitted a questionnaire following the same protocol that was followed with the 
interviewees. A survey was completed by the active and inactive church planters and 
some of their family members. All the completed interviews, questionnaires, and surveys 
allowed me to establish comparisons and contrasts on how church planters, their family 
members, and judicatory leaders experience the church planting process, and to 
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determine how stress is managed throughout the church planting process in the Florida 
region of the Disciples of Christ.       
 Once all the data was gathered it was carefully analyzed and translated into visual 
charts and tables for clearer understanding. The study, analysis, and charting of the data 
helped identify common patterns as well as significant differences in terms of the 
participants’ lines of thought about the same aspects. I identified three overall highest 
sources of stress among the participants’ responses and looked for patterns that indicated 
what produces the most stress for church planters and their families. One of the aspects 
that the semi-structured interview and the questionnaires explored was the resources that 
are made available from the denomination, or from other venues, to support the church 
planters and their families to more effectively cope with stress.  
Finally, I put everything together into a reflexive-narrative description that 
imparted cohesiveness to the study in presenting emergent discoveries, major 
conclusions, and propositions pertinent to the study. The narrative’s validity stemmed 
from the data’s gathering and analysis, as well as from the reading, consultation, and 
incorporation of information available in professional literature.  
Type of Research 
The type of research and narrative inquiry used through this study was qualitative 
in nature. It sought to gain an in-depth understanding not only of who, what, where and 
when, but also of why and how stress affects church planters and their families. It further 
sought to gain a broader comprehension of the church planting process’s stressors, as 
well as of the resources made available for church planters and their families to more 




The participants in this study were female and male, active and inactive church 
planters of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida. A regional staff and 
some family members of church planters also participated in this study. The sample of 
participants was inclusive of the different races and cultures represented in the Florida 
region. In some cases, the church planters’ contact information was provided by the 
region, but in most cases the researcher already had their contact information since they 
are his colleagues in ministry. A chart was made to represent the total number of 
participants by their race, and sex. The total number of participants was determined by 
those being interviewed and those returning the answered survey and questionnaire. In 
respecting privacy and confidentiality, the participants were assured that none of their 
information was to be shared in any way apart from this study with the exceptions of the 
researcher’s project advisor, Winfield Bevins; the Doctor of Ministry colloquium where 
the study was presented to other doctoral degree students; and the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in Florida. 
Data Collection 
Some of the data was gathered through a survey completed by the active and 
inactive church planters and some of their family members at the planter’s invitation. A 
semi-structured interview was administered to two active and two inactive new church 
planters. A questionnaire was administered to all active and inactive new church planters 
and to a regional staff member. Some other data quoted in this study was found in the 





All the data used from these sources was documented, appropriately identified, 
and cited. Charts designed by the researcher facilitated the data analysis in finding 
patterns related to how participants viewed and experienced church planting and its 
stress.  
Generalizability 
Generalizability is usually defined as the degree to which the results of a study 
based on a sample can be said to represent the results that would be obtained from the 
entire population from which the sample was drawn. However, generally convenience 
samples do not adequately represent the larger population, and the studies further avoid 
generalizing from a population of convenience to the larger population. In this study the 
sample was taken from church planters of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). This 
study, far from addressing a population of convenience, was based on a sample composed 
of active and inactive new church planters characterized by their availability and by their 
suitability. The Florida Region was instrumental in providing current contact information 
on some of the church planters. The population that is the focus of the study was clearly 
defined as female and male, active and inactive new church planters of the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida. 
This study has what constitutes adequate generalizability as it fairly represents the 
results that would had been obtained from the entire population from which the sample 
was drawn. Scholars or researchers interested in the topics studied through this project 





This project identifies sources of stress among active and inactive church planters 
and their families in the Florida Region of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). It 
further explores resources made available for church planters and their families to more 
effectively cope with stress. Chapter Two reviews the current professional literature on 
the topic of church planting and stress with an emphasis on the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in the United States and Canada. It also elaborates upon biblical and 
theological foundations, as well as upon psychological aspects related to the topic. 
Chapter Three introduces the methods through which the researcher answered the three 
research questions and outlines the process that the researcher followed to gather the data. 
Chapter Four outlines the triangulated findings emerging from the application of the 
research instruments, being the survey, the questionnaire, and the semi-structured 
interview. Chapter five states implications stemming from the findings. It also presents 





LITERATURE REVIEW FOR THE PROJECT 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter reviews professional literature on the topic of church planting and 
stress. It elaborates upon biblical and theological foundations and upon psychological 
aspects related to the topic. It also includes a section devoted to church planting within 
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and Canada.  
Biblical Foundations 
Many would agree that church planting is one of the most exciting challenges a 
pastor and her/his family might assume, yet one of the most difficult to fulfill. Its 
excitement comes mostly from the sense of pursuing God’s calling and purpose. Its 
difficulty stems from the generally unknown and rather complicated hurdles found 
throughout the long and bumpy road that specific field of ministry presents. Stress seems 
to come as part of the package as a church planter faces the many challenges related to 
the position. The church planter’s family can also be affected by stress.  
The four gospels and the book of Acts include accounts of the church being born. 
They show many instances in which the first church planters managed to work under 
harsh conditions. Those church planting pioneers endured very stressful times through 
which even their lives and the lives of their loved ones were on the line. The Bible is still 
a major source of counsel in confronting situations where stress is paramount. Often 
tacitly, stress appears extensively throughout the Bible, and it deserves attention in terms 




The Great Commission 
Biblical foundations for new church planting stem in part from Jesus’ Great 
Commission given to his disciples. Matthew 28: 18-20 reads: “Then Jesus came to them 
and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And 
surely, I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (NIV) (See also: Mark 16:15-
16; Luke 24:46-48; John 20:21; Acts 1:8.) The very Jesus, the One with authority, is the 
one who sends his followers. The sending is to make disciples of all nations and to lead 
them to the excellent knowledge of the Lord. Those obediently assuming the call receive 
the blessed assurance of Jesus' company for the road. Jesus promises to always be present 
with them.  
That blessed assurance of Jesus' company encourages those who have been sent to 
promptly obey the call. Ed Stetzer writes: “The New Testament Christians acted out these 
commands as any spiritually healthy, obedient believers would: they planted more New 
Testament churches” (9). These commands appear not to have lost their meaning and 
pertinence as twenty-first century Christians seek to obey them. New church planters take 
the challenge of building God’s kingdom through the creation of more New Testament 
churches; new churches empowered by the Holy Spirit to show God’s love and 
compassion for this post-modern/post-Christendom world. These leaders foster the 
creation of innovative churches preaching that regardless of the world’ shifting’s, God 
remains unchanged. They, as well, promote the establishment of congregations small in 
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numbers, but big in love and action to the point of replicating themselves to bring God’s 
salvation through mission and service to those in need.    
Stetzer’s conclusion is short and to the point: “The Great Commission is church 
planting” (9). Along with Stetzer, there is a good host of scholars who express themselves 
in very similar terms. To them, today’s imperative for the church continues to be the 
same, and the mission that imperative entails is only achieved through the multiplication 
of local congregations.  
Dave Earley, for example, considering today’s challenges, writes:  
As America increasingly moves from a Christian to a post-Christian, postmodern 
culture, it will become increasingly important to plant new churches to present the 
timeless truths of the gospel in a new and timely manner. A new army of well-
trained and effectively taught church planters is essential to win back the North 
American continent for Christ in the twenty first century. (16)  
Earley is as well backed by other scholars who claim the need for that new army 
of church planters. If the Great Commission is church planting, a lot of attention and 
nurturing must be given to that new army of leaders. They are to be empowered to more 
effectively cope with stress, thus having more realistic opportunities to succeed in the 
foundational work they do. That new army of church planters and their immediate 
families are the reason for this study. 
Aubrey Malphurs is another scholar who considers that the Great Commission 
becomes a reality mainly through church planting. He writes: “A Great Commission 
church is one that places a high priority on evangelism. The church in general and the 
people aren’t simply talking about evangelism, but they’re actively seeking and reaching 
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lost people. In fact, a church that isn’t reaching lost people has lost its purpose!” (41). 
This study further suggests that a church’s purpose might as well be lost unless new 
church planters and their families receive the nurturing they need as they constantly face 
stressful situations in ministry. A sending church should not be a forgetful church. A 
caring and loving church would explore and make resources available to help planters 
and their families more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. 
Marlin Mull, on his part, suggests the title “Bible’s Church Planting Manual” for 
the book of Acts and goes on to assert: “The Lord, through the Holy Spirit, started the 
new church planting movement at Pentecost. It encourages me to realize that when the 
Lord prompts us to new church planting, He has already prepared the way” (17). The 
church’s main purpose is to evangelize; to reach out to the lost with the good news of 
salvation through Christ. A church actively fulfilling the Great Commission goes beyond 
talking, and to the outside of buildings’ walls. A church of purpose actively reaches out 
to the lost, the disenfranchised and the marginalized. To Marlin Mull, the prompting for 
church planting comes from the Lord through the Holy Spirit and He has already 
prepared the way.  
The Great Commission’s intent is still the same, and that is to bring mission to the 
forefront of the church’s purpose and work. An undeniable shift has occurred, though, in 
how its fulfillment occurs for America of the twenty-first century. A new breed of bold 
leaders with a clear understanding of these shifting and challenging times for the church 
is needed. A strong, well-trained, and well-equipped group of visionary pastors is needed 
in America to carry the responsibility of a shared vision for the church to bring its 
mission back to the forefront as its ultimate purpose.  
Morales 24 
 
Decades ago, it seemed that America was the instrument to evangelize the rest of 
the world. Post-modern America has increasingly become the new backyard where the 
good news is preached. Richard L. Hamm writes: “Overseas ministries remain very 
important for a host of reasons, of course. But in the face of the cultural shift in the 
United States and Canada towards secularism, our primary mission field has once again 
become North America” (6). No more effective way to accomplish that imperative 
mission in our own backyard than through dynamic and effective new church planting. 
This study emphasizes that for new church planting to be truly dynamic and effective, a 
strong pastoral care component must be a part of the Christian denomination’s vision. 
Well nurtured leaders have higher possibilities to plant healthier and stronger 
congregations than neglected leaders do.  
Those accepting the call and doing God’s work with all their hearts are an 
invaluable treasure. It is the responsibility of denominations to nurture and protect that 
treasure. It is imperative that leaders at the Regional and General expressions of the 
church devote time and resources to make sure church planters have access to top notch 
resources and training opportunities, thus maximizing their potential for success and 
minimizing their possibilities of failure.  
If new church planting is claimed as the ultimate fulfillment of the Great 
Commission, the well-being of those performing such a foundational work should be of 
utmost importance to all the constituencies of the church. The physical, emotional, 
spiritual, and psychological health of new church planters and their families must be of 
great concern to all. The excessive amounts of stress they endure at times needs to be 
studied, analyzed, and remediated to the largest extent possible. At the end of the day, it 
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is new church planters who allow all Christians to proclaim that, as the body of Christ, 
the Great Commission’s commandment is being fulfilled. 
Elmer Towns writes:  
Two millenniums of church history have taught us that Christians carried the 
Gospel everywhere---literally to the ends of the earth. They wanted to conserve 
converts, to make the nurturing dimension [make disciples] of the Great 
Commission available to all believers. That meant starting congregations, so they 
planted churches. And new congregations meant that they had a continuous need 
for more and better leaders. (21)  
The need is still the same. The profile of that new breed of leaders has been slowly 
crafted throughout time. 
New church planters are an integral part of the new army of leaders. It is the 
prerogative of denominations to make resources available to ensure that those key leaders 
can develop their foundational work within the healthiest conditions possible. The 
regional and general expressions of the church have the task of developing programs, 
devoting time, and making resources available to better empower those leaders to more 
effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress.  
In antiquity, as well as today, stress upon the founding leaders of new churches 
was, and still is an unavoidable part of their calling. The church planters in first century 
Judea endured persecution and many dangers as they traveled. They had to leave their 
families and their comfort zones behind. Contemporary leaders are generally expected to 
bring along their families and to figure out how to present the gospel truths in ways that 
appeal to the post-modern/post-Christendom people of the twenty-first century. On both 
Morales 26 
 
instances, rather elevated levels of stress were found in the past and are still confronted in 
the process today.  
The First Church Planting Pastors 
Acts 8:4-5 reads: “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever 
they went. Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Messiah there.”  
First century Judea did not offer the ideal framework of circumstances for church 
planting. The believers were scattered due to the persecution against them right after 
Stephen’s execution at the hands of evil unbelievers. The believers’ own lives were on 
the line. It is difficult to think of a more stressful scenario than that. Yet, amid such 
chaos, some men of God said yes to the calling of going forward with their preaching and 
planting of churches outside of Judea. They obviously had much to endure and high risks 
to take as even their own lives and integrity were at stake.  Philip appears to be the first 
disciple who ventured out of Judea to preach the gospel. In Samaria, the preaching was 
still directed only to the Jews since that city was home to many whom went there at the 
time of the deportation. The turbulence and danger at the time required a sort of 
uncommonly bold type of leaders should the gospel be to survive in Judea and spread to 
the ends of the Earth. 
 Acts 11:19-30 portrays Barnabas as a strong leader who went as far as Antioch to 
preach the gospel, not only to the Jews, but also to the Gentiles. The passage describes 
Barnabas as “a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost and faith.” (NIV) Because of his 
preaching, loving influence and charisma “much people was added unto the Lord.” (NIV)   
Barnabas is as well described as a leader who recognized he should not do everything on 
his own and that he would be a lot more effective if he would bring on board other strong 
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leaders. Acts 11:25-26 reads: “Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when 
he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So, for an entire year Barnabas and Saul met 
with the church and taught great numbers of people. The disciples were called Christians 
first at Antioch.” (NIV)   
Philip, Barnabas, and Paul are the prototype of leaders, the new church planting 
movement is searching for today. These were effective and self-differentiated leaders. 
The Bible attests to the importance of self-differentiated leaders. Just to name one 
example, one way that Barnabas showed that he was a self-differentiated leader was in 
seeking help and traveling to Tarsus to find Paul. Barnabas did not mind that his own 
name and work could have been blurred by Paul’s presence and reputation. He assessed 
that help was needed and realizing that help was somewhere in Tarsus he went there, 
found it, and brought it with him. His actions allowed the new church in Antioch to 
benefit from the gifts of their leadership for an entire year. Barnabas’ heart was with the 
people and in providing the best help and resources that the church would grow as a 
strong and healthy body for the glory of God, as opposed to for any personal gain. 
Generally, church planters are leaders devoted with heart and soul to what they 
believe is the ministry God has called them to develop at some point of their ministerial 
lives. Far from emphasizing on personal gain, their focus is on giving the best of 
themselves to nurture and bless others with the gifts God has entrusted to them. Church 
planters are generally bi-vocational, and in many instances they must keep a full-time 
secular job. It is mainly from that job they draw finances to cover for their personal needs 
and those of their families.   
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New church plants generally lack healthy finances and are not able to 
significantly subsidize the pastor’s salary. These are only some of the conditions within 
which new church planters develop strong ministry. Just to be bi-vocational and in need 
of a secular job can create quite a good amount of stress for them. The American 
Psychological Association Survey in 2007 says that Americans are more stressed over 
work and money (Colbert 9). Church planters are not the exception. They are stressed 
over work and money, generally a lot more than any other minister who enjoys the 
blessing of a full-time church related job with health and retirement benefits included. 
God’s sending church must remain conscious of these pressing realities and cannot ignore 
the well-being of those it has sent.  
Some leaders were sent to Antioch, and then Antioch turned itself into a sending 
church. How the sending nature of the Antioch church impacted the world is shown in 
Paul Becker and Mark Williams Handbook for Daughter Church Planting. They state: 
“In sending those two church planters, [Paul and Barnabas], that church in Antioch 
became the mother church for all churches across what is today Turkey and Greece. 
Later, churches across Europe, and in modern times, North and South America were also 
the result of the daughter church planting done by the church in Antioch” (Becker and 
Williams 61). As Phil Stevenson words it: “God sent prophets and teachers, He sent his 
son. He is now sending his church. And a critical component in carrying out the biblical 
imperative to fulfill the Great Commission is church planting” (44). 
The God of Multiplication 
God is shown as interested in multiplication since the act of creation. In Becoming 
a Ripple Church, Phil Stevenson develops the concept of the multiplying character of 
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God. He writes: “Multiplication has been a critical component of God’s plan for 
humanity from the beginning” (29). Stevenson explores this concept as it is visible 
throughout both the Old and the New Testaments. From the creation of seed-bearing 
plants and trees that grow seed-bearing fruit to the creation of Adam and Eve with the 
ability to bear new human creatures, God shows Godself as a God to which 
multiplication is critical for the world. Multiplication is thus intrinsic to God’s nature. 
One of the forms in which the God of multiplication reveals Godself before our eyes is 
through the ministry of new church planting. As mentioned in Chapter One, and as it will 
be further discussed later, some scholars believe the multiplication effect of the Great 
Commission cannot be fulfilled apart from the active and effective plant of new 
congregations.   
Fred Herron, on his part, suggests: “God was not choosing Abram [Abraham] and 
Israel through him, in an effort to exclude the other nations, but instead, he was choosing 
Israel to be a servant to other nations. From the beginning, Israel was to serve as an 
ambassador of God’s redemptive purposes for all nations” (55). Today’s Christ followers 
are by default the heirs of God’s promises. God’s commands, plans, and promises of old 
bring anew upon His people the urgency of reaching out to all humanity with God’s gift 
of salvation. The planting and reproducing of new churches are an integral and critical 
element in reaching out to all. New church planters have been precisely chosen by God to 
spread His kingdom and to be ambassadors of God’s salvific plan to all nations. That is a 
huge calling and it does not easily come to full fruition. The character and leadership 
skills of the chosen must be proven. Stress in ministry is often high. Endurance, 
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perseverance, and a powerful sense of calling come as important characteristics of a 
church planter with good possibilities for success.  
Phil Stevenson agrees that a healthy church should eventually become a 
multiplying church. He further asserts: “If multiplication is God’s plan, it should be the 
church’s plan too” (35).  Stevenson concludes: “The heart of God for his people to 
multiply and expand his kingdom is evident from the beginning—from creation. God 
began the process of fruitful proliferation, and he expects his creation to carry it on. This 
truth finds its expression in the incarnational message of Jesus and in the ministry of 
those who follow him” (34-5). Fruitful proliferation is a meaningful and challenging 
concept. New church planters embody that concept in powerful ways as they accept and 
move forward with their serious calling. Their strength comes from Jesus, and their faith 
empowers and sustains them even during highly stressful situations. Church 
multiplication cannot happen without well nurtured new church planters. No church 
multiplication implies that the incarnational message of Jesus is not carried on. New 
church planting ministry is thus critical to achieve fruitful proliferation through the 
advancement of God’s salvific plan for humankind.  
Searching for Biblically Grounded Leaders 
Extraordinary Leaders in Extraordinary Times: Unadorned Clay Pot Messengers, 
edited by H. Stanley Wood, works extensively in identifying the characteristics of an 
extraordinary and effective new-church-development pastor. The book is described as 
representing “the most complete exploration of the new-church development 
phenomenon as it is currently understood in the United States” (154). In the book’s, 
Addendum A, Robert S. Hoyt lists twenty-four characteristics of effective mission 
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developers. The dual purpose these characteristics serve is “to shape a profile for the 
selection of future new-church development leaders and to suggest some ways that 
seminaries, denominational boards and key leaders can nurture and strengthen such 
leadership” (Hoyt 161).  
The twenty-four characteristics of effective mission developers according to Hoyt 
are:  
►Willing to Risk   
►Being Vision-and Mission-Driven  
►Willingness to Let People Go 
►Focus on Jesus 
►Mission is at the Center of Their Lives 
►Passion for This Work 
► High Expectations  
►This Ministry Is a “Good Thing”  
►A Spiritual Relationship with God 
►Humility and Willingness to Learn from Others 
►Multiplying Ministry by Giving Ministry Away 
►Developing Identity 
►Developing and Respecting Core Values 
►Building and Experiencing Christian Community 
►Staffing and Team Building 
►Building Personal Relationships 




►Building Lay Ministry 
►Equipping People for Ministry 
►Shared Authority 
►Respecting Diversity (Flexibility, Adaptability, and Style Changes as 
Congregation Grows) 
►Knowing Your Community 
►Developing Local Ownership (Hoyt 161-75). 
Apparently, Hoyt does not intend to suggest that all leaders possess each of these 
characteristics as their strengths. All ministers have strengths, weaknesses and growing 
edges. Neither does he seem to suggest that these leaders are well equipped to avoid 
elevated levels of stress at any time. All leaders are susceptible and vulnerable to stress. 
These are common characteristics that appear to differentiate biblically grounded 
effective leaders and developers from others.  
The biggest challenge to any denomination’s leadership lies in identifying those 
kinds of leaders, bringing them on board, placing them in leadership positions, and then 
paying attention by listening to their wisdom, rather than expecting them to replicate the 
same old practices and embrace whatever the denomination believes a church should be 
or how a church is planted. This new breed of leaders does not conform to old and rusty 
practices. Their thinking is out of the box, and they do not complacently adjust to the 
rigid molds of the past. In taking a serious and honest look at our times, they realize that 
though the Great Commission remains the same, there is an enormous difference between 
Morales 33 
 
the first century and the twenty-first century regarding the perspectives of new church 
planting.   
Walter Brueggemann states: “This is no time for maintenance; it is time rather for 
generative missional courage” (Brueggemann 194). The passion to generate missional 
courage creates in these leaders the urgency not to replicate the practices of the past as 
they intend to bring a biblically sound message to the unchurched in this post-
modern/post-Christendom era. A real challenge for regional and general church leaders is 
to properly nurture the incredible energy of new church planters, bring them into the 
arena of church planting, and design and provide meaningful resources. With this kind of 
support from denominational leaders, the new church planters might be able to more 
effectively cope with the stress that comes as they are pushing to move the church 
forward in these challenging times. Failure to provide effective support, might signify the 
loss of precious missional courage this new army of church planters generate as they 
willingly assume their ministerial challenges and callings. The church cannot give itself 
the luxury of allowing that incredible loss to happen. The church’s future depends a great 
deal on how the new church planters’ energy and potential are appropriately channeled 
and carefully nurtured today.   
Fred Herron comes up with his own list of characteristics of the church planter on 
chapter six of his book Expanding God’s Kingdom Through Church Planting. Those 
characteristics are:  
►A calling from God  
►A high level of faith driven vision  
►The ability to identify, recruit, train, and deploy workers and leaders  
Morales 34 
 
►Gathering skills  
►A proven track record 
►A self-starter with planning skills  
►Communication skills  
►Endurance  
►Vital spiritual life 
►Support of spouse and family (81-88).  
A comparison between Hoyt’s and Herron’s lists suggests how complicated it 
could be to come up with a definitive profile of the leader of a church plant. Most 
importantly, both lists suggest these leaders are rather strong in many areas and more 
specifically in their love for God, for their families, and for the biblical foundations that 
move them to excel in making a difference in the lives of others. They are dreamers with 
a vision. As expressed by Wayne Cordeiro: “Many in the church have stopped dreaming, 
and without dreamers there can be no visionaries. Nothing changes until someone starts 
to dream” (71). These are leaders deeply committed with their callings and conscious of 
the challenges of this post-modern/post Christendom world. Great attention must be paid 
to the appropriate nurturing of their dreams, vision, energy and potential. The church 
should seek to maximize their potential and their knowledge of the new worldviews and 
socio-cultural trends. It further needs to protect them from harm by acknowledging their 
gifts and allowing them to use those gifts under the healthiest conditions possible. They 






         The theological foundations for this study are found mainly in the New Testament.  
Aspects like the work of the Holy Spirit, the Great Commission, and the missio Dei, 
among others, are foundational to the ministry of new church planting 
The One Who Plants is the Holy Spirit 
Mary S. Dreier uses the paradigm of church planters as midwives. She writes: 
“…church planting is a vocation of midwifery…the church is pregnant with the promise 
of new life. The midwife image reinforces the fact that ours is a vital, but secondary 
role…we seek to assist and not hinder the outpouring of the Spirit as it creates new 
communities” (10-11). Ultimately, the Holy Spirit is the one impregnating life and 
meaning upon new communities empowered to go forward and replicate themselves. The 
new church planters are instruments through which the Holy Spirit brings about new life 
and new meaning upon active missional communities. 
Justo L. Gonzalez also reflects upon the role of the Holy Spirit through church 
planting. He writes: “…the Holy Spirit functions as the main character [as it does in 
church planting today] and faithfully labors to bring about God’s new creation in the 
concrete reality of congregations” (8). That “concrete reality” of congregations might not 
be very pleasant at times, but the Holy Spirit working behind the scenes reflects the 
beauty of God’s empowering love through an imperfect community. Stress is only one of 
many elements that tend to disrupt the community of faith’s life. New church planters 
might not be exempt from stress but are empowered by the Spirit to be successful amid 
stressful situations and to further their missional callings along with the One who sent 
them into mission.  
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The Mission of God 
The Latin phrase missio Dei reminds the church that its mission is not of human 
origin, but it ultimately stems from God’s character and purpose. God is a God of sending 
forth in mission. As the church has been sent by God, the members of the body of Christ 
are on a mission with God. Tom Jones says: “God’s nature is at the root of mission. The 
living God portrayed in the Bible is a sending God. The most effective way to fulfill the 
total mission of a sent church is the multiplication of local churches. Every local church 
should consider itself a center for world mission” (34). This concept is consonant with 
Dick Hamm’ expression: “Here and now, our congregations are anything but parish 
churches to which people automatically come to be enrolled. Today, Disciples 
congregations must come to understand themselves as mission stations” (6). 
New church planting pastors have hopefully come to terms with that sense of 
mission. God sends, and they must obey God’s command through mission. As part of the 
body of Christ new church planters generally understand the multiplication of local 
churches as the ultimate fulfillment of God’s calling and purpose. Thus, the Great 
Commission and the missio Dei run parallel and find their ultimate fulfillment through 
the multiplication of local churches, which is synonymous to the planting of new 
congregations. The Great Commission was the calling accepted by many in the early 
church; it is still the calling received and carried out today by many through mission. 
Missio Dei empowers us as critical agents of God for the fulfillment of God’s plans for 
the salvation of humanity. The Great Commission and the missio Dei do not find their 
fulfillment apart from our obedience to God’s calling into mission. 
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Stuart Murray portrays the missio Dei as a key element within a theological 
framework for church planting. He writes: “Church planting presents an opportunity to 
express something of the nature of our missionary God” (41). He further states: “All that 
the church does in mission must be related to the missionary work of God. The church 
has a vital role in missio Dei, but it dares not allow its status as a mission agent to result 
in an inflated view of its own importance” (39). In other words, may all the glory be 
given to God and not to men. Instead of focusing in the development of internal church 
structures, a new church plant must keep the mission to which it has been called as its 
primary focus. New church planting is not about those doing the work gaining fame and 
status. It is ultimately about humble service to the world in the name of the One who 
calls, empowers, and sends.        
Derek Russell, in his Transformation into Mission dissertation presented to the 
faculty of Asbury Theological Seminary in May 2008, presents a comprehensive 
treatment on the topic of the missio Dei as a biblical and theological foundation for the 
missional church. Starting with the fall in the Garden of Eden, Russell states that “God 
began a quest to restore and reclaim the broken relationship with humanity. God’s 
dealings with the people of Israel were not simply to benefit their nation. Their mission 
was to become a light for the Gentiles—a bridge for those who were far away from God” 
(25-6).  
Russell explores the missio Dei throughout the Old Testament with an emphasis 
on the prophets and the book of Psalms and working his way towards Jesus’ coming as a 
child. He writes: “The Incarnation describes not only the manner of his coming, but it 
also prescribes the manner and character of the ministry of the Church to the world. The 
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church is to be incarnational, just like Jesus” (33). On that same line of thought, Darrell 
L. Guder writes: “When we seek to work through the implications of Christian mission, 
or sentness, for evangelistic ministry, we can never move far from the One who is sent 
and who sends, the risen Lord” (61).  
Russell summarizes a few stories related to the early church involving key 
characters and events like Philip sharing the gospel with an Ethiopian eunuch, Stephen’s 
martyrdom, Saul, the persecutor of the Church and his conversion story, Peter and his 
vision of ritually unclean animals, and Pentecost, among others. He writes: “This series 
of stories emphasizes two things. First, Christians are to take this gospel on the road. The 
gospel moves out of geographic boundaries through the leading of the Holy Spirit. 
Second, the gospel batters down long-held prejudices. The blessing of Abraham moves 
outward to all the nations through the power of the Holy Spirit and the agency of the 
Church” (44-5).  
Finally, in offering implications of the missio Dei for the church today, Russell 
concludes: "The practical application for the church in America today is this: With the 
loss of advantage the church enjoyed in institutionalized Christendom and with dwindling 
numbers in attendance and membership, the need to recover missional faithfulness in the 
expression of the gospel is urgent” (52).  
The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and Canada, 
among other Christian denominations, has felt that urgency. It has developed machinery 
at the general level to tend to the need of appropriately identifying and nurturing the right 
leaders to achieve the denomination’s new church planting goals. This study seeks to 
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determine what are the stressors for new church planting families and to explore 
resources made available for them to better cope with the effects of stress.   
That “missional faithfulness in the expression of the gospel” Russell talks about, 
presupposes the serious commitment a denomination must have with those key leaders in 
charge of the foundational work of church planting. At the end of the day, those church 
plant leaders carry upon their shoulders the church’s growth and establish pertinence 
within the contexts where they are ministering. Ultimately new church planting brings 
anew into the church the sense of God’s presence empowering His people with missional 
faithfulness to keep the missio Dei moving forward. Because the process involves much 
risk, danger, and stress, the church planter needs boldness to accomplish the task. Risk, 
danger, and stress are developed as a separate sub-topic later in this study. In the 
meantime, some more theological aspects keep our attention.     
And God Rested; Shall We? 
 In the beginning, God created, and then rested. The biblical account does not 
limit itself to action through creation. It also suggests inaction through rest. It is not a 
secret that leaders in ministry typically work longer hours than they are paid, and their 
generally hectic schedules are far from normal. New church planters are no exception to 
that pressing reality, as they are bi-vocational almost without exception. The long hours 
they devote to plant a new church are an extension of an already tiring workload. When 
do they stop to rest?  That seemingly non-stop work agenda makes church planters 
vulnerable. Generally, the stress church planters go through impacts their families as 
well, sometimes with devastating consequences. 
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Genesis 2:2-3 states: “By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been 
doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. Then God blessed the seventh 
day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had 
done.” (NIV) God ceased His work of creating, but He did not cease in sustaining and 
maintaining the world (Ps. 145:15-16; Col. 1:17). God’s clear intention was that people 
would also pause from their labors one day out of seven. The designation of the Sabbath 
brings a special opportunity to come before God. Humans, being God’s utmost creation, 
demonstrate their dependence on Godself as creator and their obedience to Him as Lord 
as they keep the Sabbath. One of God’s intentions in creating the Sabbath was to give 
mankind freedom to enjoy fellowship with Him, neighbor, and loved ones. 
In America, most Christians worship on Sunday. But that day when they worship 
and enjoy fellowship with God, neighbor, and loved ones, happens to be the busiest and 
most tiring day for a pastor. Particularly new church planters might have some additional 
tasks to pay attention to, at least until they train other leaders that can help. The planter 
has been getting ready for preaching during the week to bring good spiritual food to the 
sheep. On any Sunday that leader must preach, teach, preside over the Communion table, 
pray and minister over the people’s needs, and maybe still in the afternoon or evening, 
attend some meeting or visit with the sick at the hospital or home.  
The Sabbath is supposed to be a time of relaxation. Christians use the Sabbath to 
reflect and to seek God’s strength and guidance. They enjoy God’s reassuring, loving and 
empowering presence. The Sabbath is the time to plug unto the source and recharge 
spiritual batteries that might be running low. How can Sunday be the Sabbath to a pastor 
who, as opposed to be plugged unto the source, looks more like the actual source?  In the 
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same way that God ceased, Christians must as well cease. Pastors in general face stress 
on Sabbath more than any other day of the week. They need to be provided the time and 
space to enjoy a real Sabbath some other day during the week.  
The lack of an appropriate Holy Sabbath devoted only to seek God’s refreshing 
presence can amount to much additional and unnecessary stress in the life of a pastor. 
Stress must be processed, not collected. The more stress, the more likely a pastor will at 
some point burnout and become non-functional. The more time and efforts are devoted to 
relaxing and processing accumulated stress, the higher the possibilities become of having 
a leader who is ready to successfully face more stress. Philippians 4:5-6 says: “Do not be 
anxious about anything, but in any situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, 
will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ.” (NIV) 
God’s blessings do not come automatically. The promise is that the peace of God 
will guard our hearts and minds, but the believers must do their part. That is, regardless 
of the amounts of stress they face they shall not become extremely anxious. Continuous 
high levels of anxiety are a dangerous recipe for failure. What would help to 
appropriately manage anxiety?  The verse states: “By prayer and petition, present your 
requests to God.”  The spiritual disciplines that can be practiced daily, and particularly on 
the Sabbath, provide the emotional and spiritual strength to endure the many work and 
ministry demands. Very often, pastors are heavily burdened with work related 
responsibilities. Generally, the ministers’ Sabbath is the day when they must give their 
best in ministering to the people, and thus they end really without a restful and recharging 
Sabbath. Then, they must continue to sort out many work responsibilities and get ready 
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for their next preaching assignment. Little by little stress builds up and the time comes 
when ministers need professional help to deal with an anxiety problem that could have 
been prevented on the first place.  
Allowing stress to continue building upon ministers and their families is 
unnecessary. The effective management of potential stress is a very healthy and 
beneficial practice. Mary Anne Coate writes: “Ministry is stressful, and the management 
of potential stress is properly part of growth and development. Breakdown does 
sometimes happen and…it can be a starting point for something better; but a gradual 
growth, when possible, is obviously more desirable” (192). Coate goes on to add, “The 
most important thing needed is the availability of support and the ability to make use of 
it” (192). That is precisely why this study intends to look, among other things, at what 
resources are currently available to new church planters through the regional and general 
constituencies of the church, and how the planters and their families are being made 
aware of those resources and empowered to use them effectively.  
An exhausted pastor will not be able to keep up with the high demands of the job, 
unless provided with the time and opportunities necessary for physical and spiritual 
renewal. A well-rested and spiritually refreshed pastor, on the other hand, would be 
available and ready to tackle even the most complicated job demands with less chances of 
becoming overwhelmed by tension and stress. It is the Christian denomination’s task to 
protect their clergy and to provide them with resources and opportunities that would 
ensure their pastors are well-rested physically and spiritually. If God rested, much more 




The Disciples of Christ Vision for New Church Planting 
Mainline denominations have been declining in membership for the last few 
decades and the Disciples of Christ is not the exception. Richard L. Hamm in his book 
2020 Vision for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) states, “I believe God is 
calling the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) to again become a growing church” 
(119). Hamm goes on to add, “But if we make new congregation establishment a priority 
for our life together now and begin increasing the number of congregations we start each 
year, by 2020 we will have started the 1,000 new congregations needed for us to be 
growing again in total numbers of congregations” (124-25). This is an honorable 
ongoing goal for the Disciples, but it should not happen at the expense of a body of 
church planters and their families submerged in an environment of much emotional 
stress. Adequate resources are needed to nurture church planting families. The church 
needs spiritually and emotionally healthy leaders that would be able to help God’s people 
become spiritually and emotionally healthy themselves.     
Dick Hamm writes specifically to the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ): “I 
want to state a fundamental conviction right here: I believe God is calling the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) to again become a growing church” (119). He makes a 
point about the importance of church growth through the practice of the spiritual 
disciplines, but also by experiencing numerical growth. Then he adds: “But we have not 
been growing in numbers as a communion. In fact, we have seen a remarkably steady 
decrease in numbers of members since 1968. Note that between 1984 and 2000 we 
declined in total membership from 1,137,340 to 834,037” (121-2). It is at the juncture of 
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assessing a need and recognizing a reality that Dave Earley’s “new army” of church 
planters mentioned earlier in this work, becomes a pressing and urgent need itself.  
The reasons that the Disciples of Christ have experienced such a significant 
decline over time must be pondered. Dick Hamm mentions three main reasons for the 
Disciples decline: “…a huge shift in American culture; the fact that in the mid 1960’s we 
nearly stopped establishing new Disciples congregations; and that we have become 
focused on institutional survival rather than on the true mission of the church” (2-3). 
Hamm goes on to mention ways in which he envisions the church returning to the growth 
path. One of those key imperatives is leadership development. Hamm writes: “If existing 
congregations are going to be revitalized and to grow, and if new congregations are going 
to be established for European American, African American, Hispanics, and Asian 
American Disciples, then we will have to become committed to serious leadership 
development” (128).  
The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and Canada seems 
to be concerned about these truths and has taken steps, particularly during the last two 
decades, to provide for the nurturing of such a group of strong, bold and unique leaders. 
They started with the creation of a New Church Planting ministry at the general level, 
further transformed and diversified that ministry now called Hope Partnership for 
Missional Transformation, and ultimately created and launched the new project “Mission 
First.” This denomination’s leadership seems to be actively seeking to follow in the steps 
of Jesus’ disciples in obeying and furthering the biblical principles of the Great 
Commission. The Disciples of Christ also seem to be conscientious that new church 
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planting is one of the key elements in bringing mission back to the forefront of the 
church’s vision and purpose at these particularly challenging times.  
The former Disciples’ General Minister and President, Sharon Watkins writes:  
In the end, particular institutional forms can change. What really matters for 
followers of Christ is the relationship with a living, loving God, a God who calls 
us to love each other, to create communities of care and equipping for wholeness, 
so that the love and hope we know through our relationship with Christ can truly 
be carried from our doorsteps to the ends of the earth. (6) 
Watkins’ assertions are parallel to the previous discussion of the Great Commission as 
synonymous with church planting!  We are called by Jesus to create communities of care 
which allow us to reach the world for God through love and hope. We are as well called 
by God to be a church that equips for wholeness. Are we doing that purposely and 
efficiently?  That is part of what this study considers as it pays attention at how new 
church planters and their families are being nurtured, trained and supported for ministry 
by the higher constituencies of the church.  
It is important to note that not only the Disciples of Christ, but other 
denominations and/or congregations are paying attention to the pressing need of church 
planting in America and throughout the world. In Extraordinary Leaders in 
Extraordinary Times, Wood, analyzes the results of a rather comprehensive survey of 
more than seven hundred new-church development founding pastors in seven American 
mainline denominations.  They include the Christian Reformed Church, Episcopal 
Church, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 
Presbyterian Church (USA), Reformed Church of America, and the United Church of 
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Christ. The result of the study is a blueprint to conduct successful ministry to the 
unchurched in the twenty-first century (1-188). The present study, in contrast, examines 
how the church planting process stressors affect not only the founding pastors, but their 
families as well. It also seeks to explore what resources are available to help church 
planting families more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress.  
In Gaining by Losing, J. D. Greear, pastor of The Summit Church in Raleigh-
Durham, North Carolina, states in part of his book’s dedication, “To the more than 500 
Summit Church members who have left our church in pursuit of the goal of “planting 
1,000 churches in our generation” on both international and domestic church planting 
teams. Thanks to you, we are 113 churches closer to our goal. Only 887 to go. Thank you 
for living out the mission and vision of our church” (7).  
Coincidentally, Dick Hamm’s 2020 Vision for the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) calls the denomination to plant 1,000 new congregations by the year 2020 (35). 
The Disciples started their efforts around 2001 and, as I write, they have so far planted 
well over 900 new churches across the United States and Canada. Yes, it can be done 
with God’s help along with a visionary leadership and congregations realizing that 
Christians have not been called to isolate themselves within the walls of buildings. The 
church has been called by the sending God to be a sending church in reaching out to 
those in need of God. That proactive and intentional sending is ultimately the way in 
which the Great Commission is fulfilled. It is also the calling the Disciples of Christ are 
trying to fulfill in the most faithful ways possible. This research project analyzes and 
discusses how the Florida Region of the Disciples is prioritizing efforts to plant new 
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churches and to help new church planters and their families cope with the effects of 
stress.   
Many denominations seem to take the multiplication character of God very 
seriously today. The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) is no exception to that; but 
this has not always been the case. According to The Encyclopedia of the Stone and 
Campbell Movement, by 1955 the Disciples had reached their peak membership of nearly 
two million (319). However, the Disciples have experienced a sharp decline in 
membership during the last few decades, and its present membership is around seven 
hundred thousand. It is obvious that the Disciples have not always been strong in 
practicing church multiplication. Dick Hamm states that “in the mid 1960’s we nearly 
stopped establishing new Disciples congregations” (3). It took over four decades until the 
Disciples went back to basics and brought new church ministry to the forefront of their 
denominational agenda. After a few decades of sharp decline, leaders such as Dick 
Hamm, among others, urged the denomination to pay more attention to new church 
planting. Dick Hamm writes: “If we are going to grow, new congregation establishment 
will have to be an important part of our evangelism strategy” (3).  
The Disciples are a good example that failing to recognize and to honor the 
multiplying character of God can lead to decline, and possibly to death. It is encouraging 
that this denomination has realized that in facing the declining figures trends, it is never 
too late to turn to God and revise the direction of their efforts. New church planting has 
become important for the Disciples once again. With God’s help this denomination is 
turning around the unhealthy patterns and is honoring the multiplying character of God. 
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The Disciples seem to be moving in the right direction to achieve fruitful proliferation but 
much risk, danger and stress are still ahead in the process.        
Risk, Danger, and Stress 
 New church planters take not one, but many risks very often throughout the 
church planting process. Many of those risks involve some level of danger and a great 
deal of stress since the results stemming from them are very unpredictable. For example, 
a pastor takes the risk of starting the church services in a garage since there are no 
financial resources to pay rent. The congregation meets in a quiet residential 
neighborhood. One of the neighbors is concerned about the number of vehicles that are 
parked on the street and calls for law enforcement officers to intervene. As a result, the 
congregation must respond to the law enforcement officers, and its relationship with the 
people living in the neighborhood is endangered. Such risks create stress for the new 
church planters and their emotional, spiritual, and even physical integrity is at stake.  
Another risk refers to jeopardizing the new congregation’s attendance and growth 
since a garage is not the most inviting place for people to gather. Linda S. McCoy writes: 
“In my opinion, any space that is chosen, whether it is in the church building itself or 
elsewhere must provide a comfortable welcoming environment for those who attend” 
(27). The place and space where a church is started should be adequate and appropriate 
for the needs of the new congregation. This decision is not to be taken lightly. Those 
choosing that space need to consider the growth that is expected and how comfortable 
and welcoming the space is for those attending. 
Pastor and church planter, Bob Roberts Jr. talks about taking risks in church 
planting in a raw way. In his book, Transformation: How Glocal Churches Transform 
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Lives and the World, he sees transformation in two spheres that are intimately connected 
to each other. The transformed life of the believer leads to a transformed world. Roberts 
writes: “Risk has become the missing element of the American church… But history is 
the story of people who did what others thought was too insignificant, too dangerous, or 
too undesirable… That’s our job as pastors/soldiers. We have no right to mark danger off 
our lists” (159-60). Robert’s words recall the first century church planters and how they 
faced danger in leaving behind their Judea’s comfort zone and ventured into other cities 
and countries where their safety, well-being and physical integrity were at stake. 
Christians wish they could get risk, danger and stress out of the picture. It just does not 
work that way. It is in the middle of trials and tests that faith in God’s word and its 
promises show in powerful ways that Christ followers are not alone. 
 Roberts adds:  
Living out a T-World [T for Transformation] will cost you---financially, 
emotionally, and even physically. The price could be someone’s life. In the West, 
we have insulated ourselves from the danger and viewed it as an option. What if 
Paul and the early church had our mindset?  There would be no church today. 
Fortunately, that wasn’t Paul’s approach and that isn’t the way the world will be 
reached (160).  
Risk and danger will always be present. They will, without exception, transform into 
stress in any country of the world. However, the current situation in America means that 
no one is safe regardless of her or his location. Even locally, danger is present and real, 
just as in first-century Judea and its surroundings. Roberts concludes: “I’m convinced 
that when we live the gospel as radically as it was lived in Acts, it will be just as 
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dangerous. Risk is inherent, but it can also be invigorating when we realize our faith is 
there to uphold us when it becomes difficult…  Risk must be measured, of course, with 
wisdom” (161).  
Christians are called to confront risk, danger and stress with the assurance that the 
One who fights their fight is greater and more powerful than any combined risk, danger, 
and stress the face. Christ followers gain confidence in knowing that what Jesus has 
given them makes them more than conquerors. Philippians 4:13 says: “I can do all things 
through him who gives me strength.” (NIV) That inner strength that comes from the Holy 
Spirit empowers Christians to boldly and courageously confront any difficult 
circumstance. Galatians 5 lists the fruit of the Spirit. God has given love, joy, peace, 
patience, faith, self-assurance, and many other gifts. It does not mean that having those 
gifts makes Christ followers superhuman and exempt from negative things. It means that 
God has given them what they need to succeed during the storm when negative thoughts 
and stressful situations come their way.  
There are also some things God has not given to Christians. Those as well must be 
considered. 2 Timothy 1:7 says: “For the Spirit that God gave us does not make us timid, 
but gives us power, love and self-discipline.” (NIV) That power, love and self-discipline 
is God’s empowerment upon Christians to eliminate all timidity. Both what God has 
given them, and what God has not given them, allow Christians to move with assurance 
towards the excellent calling they have heard from God. Again, it does not mean 
Christians are exempt from negativity, but that they are strong enough to courageously 
confront it. Risk, danger and stress will always be present, thus this study’ purpose is not 
to find out if church planters are facing them. Its purpose is to find what are the stressors 
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for new church planters and their families and to explore resources made available by the 
denomination, or from other sources, to help them more effectively cope with the harmful 
effects of stress. 
Congregational expectations as well as expectations pastors place upon 
themselves can be unrealistic and can raise the levels of negativity and stress in ministry. 
Claude J. Kayler states that these expectations may stem from an unhealthy 
perfectionism, from fear of failure, from unwillingness to admit weakness, from 
narcissism, or from a God complex that sees ministry as belonging to the pastor rather 
than to God (18). This very same argument is brought up by recognized scholars who 
agree the pastor’s peace is robbed to a great extent due to unrealistic expectations pastors 
need to confront. Those unrealistic expectations, again, might stem from the outside, but 
also from the pastor’s themselves (Headley 88-89; London and Wiseman 65; Olsen and 
Grosh 297, 299-300; Wilson and Hoffman 18-19). Olsen and Grosh also state that a 
pastor’ self-imposed expectations may stem from an unhealthy need to please people 
(Olsen and Grosh 299). Amid so many imposed and self-imposed expectations the need 
arises for pastors to somehow regain their peace. 
In John 16:33, Jesus said: “I have told you these things, so that in me you may 
have peace. In this world you may have trouble. But take heart!  I have overcome the 
world.” (NIV) Christ followers might go through very stressful, risky and dangerous 
situations, but the things Jesus told them through Scripture will always sustain them and 
provide them with peace amidst the storms. First Corinthians 4:8-9 reads: “We are hard 
pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not 
abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.” (NIV) Risk, danger and stress permeate 
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from this Scripture. The Apostle Paul, one of the first church planters of first-century 
Judea, by opening his heart allows us to sense how difficult it is to fulfill God’s calling. 
But this scripture embodies hope as well. Regardless of the circumstances and of the 
realistic or unrealistic expectations, God will always be present and filling the believers 
with assurance.     
  Roberts writes: “Risk can kill you---and it can be good or bad, wise or foolish risk” 
(160-1). It is ultimately their faith which will sustain church planters in their efforts to 
expand God’s kingdom. Risk taking seems to be an integral part of the process as in 
every single instance danger is present to some extent. Danger pushes church planters to 
make choices that are hopefully wise and not dictated by the excessive amounts of stress’ 
negative effects. Faith is a blessing, but faith along with diligence is an even greater 
blessing. The Regional and General manifestations of the church can either produce or 
find resources and implement programs and strategies to help church planters effectively 
assess and solve dangerous and stressful situations. They must be able to offer resources 
and training opportunities directed towards the strengthening of new church planters and 
their families as they strive to cope with the harmful effects of stress, danger, and risk. 
Psychological Aspects of Stress 
To effectively deal with the topic of stress some of its psychological aspects must 
be addressed. It is not my intention to reinvent the wheel. In this section I will be drawing 
wisdom and knowledge from scholars in the field of psychology and stress.  
The process of planting a new congregation has been stressful since the very 
beginning of the Christian era. The Bible is a clear witness to that. The four gospels along 
with the book of Acts register The Great Commission as Jesus’ commandment to his 
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disciples, thus to the church, to let the world know about God’s salvific and restoring 
power. The book of Acts particularly displays the stories of bold leaders who assumed 
the risky challenge of leaving Judea’s comfort zone. They ventured into the non-
evangelized world to preach the gospel and to establish new congregations. Some biblical 
texts address stress tacitly, yet many others present a crude picture as the first generation 
of church planters suffered persecution and even death, among other dangers. They left 
their families behind to go and preach God’s word outside of Judea and to the ends of the 
earth. Today we live in a totally new era. The world has progressed by leaps, yet to plant 
a new congregation continues to be a great and, at times, dangerous challenge and new 
church planters still experience high levels of stress in many ways.           
But what is stress?  The American Heritage College Dictionary defines stress as: 
“A mentally or emotionally disruptive or upsetting condition occurring in response to 
adverse external influences and usually characterized by increased heart rate, a rise in 
blood pressure, muscular tension, irritability and depression; a state of extreme difficulty, 
pressure or strain” (1367). Being capable of producing negative effects related to our 
mental, emotional, and physical health, stress is a complicated problem that can affect the 
whole being. An even more practical definition of stress is offered by renowned doctor 
Don Colbert. In his book The New Bible Cure for Stress he writes: “In my opinion, stress 
is the pressures of life and how one perceives, reacts and copes with those pressures” (8). 
Charles L. Rassieur on his part, and consonant with Colbert’s view of stress writes: 





Statistics About Stress 
Why is it important to ultimately pay attention to stress?  The harmful effects of 
stress can negatively affect a person’s feelings, emotions and health with the potential of 
leading that person to illness and even to death. In his book Eliminate Stress from Your 
Life Forever, William Atkinson offers the following data and statistics drawn from 
research: 
►Northwestern National Life Insurance Company reported that 40 percent of 
workers say their jobs are “very stressful” or “extremely stressful.” 
►The Princeton Survey Research Associates reported that 75 percent of 
employees believe workers today have more job-related stress than they did a generation 
ago. 
►The number of workers calling in sick due to stress tripled from 1996 to 2000. 
►According to the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, more than 
half of the 550 million workdays lost each year are due to stress. 
►According to the American Institute of Stress, up to one million employee 
absences per day are stress related. 
►The American Institute of Stress reports that stress is a contributor to between 
sixty percent and eighty percent of all work-related injuries. 
►Managed Comp, a worker’s compensation insurer, reports that up to one-third 
of all workers compensation claims are attributable to job stress. 
►The American Academy of Family Physicians estimated at one time that two-
thirds of all family doctor visits are stress related. 
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►By 1999, the American Institute of Stress reported that between 75 percent and 
90 percent of primary-care physician visits had stress as a major contributing factor. 
►Research suggests that one of the keys to long life for centenarians (those living 
to 100 or older) is an ability to be minimally affected by stress. These are people who 
have an ability to handle new situations without undue tension (9-10). 
The picture does not look very attractive. The effects of stress can be devastating. 
Stress can negatively affect the individual’s spiritual, emotional and physical health. 
Church leaders are no strangers to stress. New church planters particularly confront high 
levels of stress as they manage the many tasks and responsibilities imposed upon them by 
church, work, family, finances, and many other issues that revolve around their busy 
lives. This study intends to find what are the stressors for church planters and their 
families, and to explore resources available for them to more effectively cope with the 
harmful effects of stress. 
The Unavoidability of Stress 
Ministers are not able to prevent stressful events from happening, but they can 
change their lifestyles to better handle stressful situations. A stress managing program 
could be of utmost benefit in helping them to realize that, though stress will always be 
present, they are not alone. Their judicatories and general level church leaders are 
hopefully conscious of the stressful challenges new church planters and their families 
face every day and are able to offer help.  
A lack of support amid the daily struggles can become an important stressor. To 
intentionally expose new church planters and their families and other key church leaders 
to a program designed to more effectively identify and manage stress would help provide 
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them with the tools and strength to live more relaxed and productive lifestyles. Also, it 
would teach them that stress is as an integral part of daily life and help establish the goal 
of transforming stress through a change in attitudes and behaviors rather than providing a 
means of  escape from stress or making it disappear. Chapter Five of this study elaborates 
further on the concept of stress management programs. Stress is ultimately unavoidable, 
but it can be confronted and treated with elevated levels of success.  
Perceptions of Stress 
Many stress researchers agree that instead of considering categories and causes, it 
is more important to look at several perceptions of stress. This provides a new way to 
look at all the causes of stress. William Atkinson writes:  
One of the most surprising realizations for people when it comes to learning about 
stress is that there are no such things as stressors. Stress is a perception—an 
attitude—a personal reaction to certain events. In sum, the same experience that 
stresses one person might positively invigorate someone else, and an event that 
paralyzes one individual might inspire another. (26)  
Skydiving is a good example of that. Someone might get a heart attack if pushed to do it; 
others have lots of fun doing it and highly enjoy the adrenaline rush. Perception is 
generally based on personality. That explains why different people assess the same 
situation or event differently. Also, many factors besides personality that influence the 
assessment of a situation.  
Atkinson’s thought is revealing, but it does not erase the possibility of analyzing 
stress from the perspective of naming specific stressors as many authors have done in the 
past and continue doing. Rather, Atkinson’s interest is to reveal an innovative approach 
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to stress that seems to work better for many of people. Christine Hoover, for example, in 
her book The Church Planting Wife, names six important stressors: confusion about the 
role, unclear boundaries, relationships, unfulfilled expectations, lack of support systems, 
and marriage (127-29). These stressors might apply to anyone, but Hoover writes from 
the perspective of the church planting wife. She calls the stressors by name and shares 
experiences and input that can highly benefit those interested in the topic. 
Is Stress Good or Bad 
Stress has become universal. It has been perceived as the most important 
psychological ailment in our society, and the most widespread health problem of any 
kind. In his book, Good Stress Bad Stress, Barry Lenson offers a highly effective 
approach on how to identify and maximize good stress, and how to minimize the damage 
of bad stress. He writes:  
You and I are not alone in the knowledge that stress can be not only good but an 
essential part of a fulfilling life that lifts us to a new level of accomplishment and 
happiness…researchers are discovering more and more about the difference 
between the good stress and bad. They are finding new ways to turn stress from 
an enemy into a friend (xii).  
Kelly McGonigal, on her part, rethinks stress in new and creative ways in her 
book The Upside of Stress: Why Stress Is Good for You and How to Get Good at It. She 
writes: “The new science reveals that stress can make you smarter, stronger and more 
successful. It helps you learn and grow. It can even inspire courage and compassion” 
(xvii). She goes on to add: “The new science also shows that changing your mind about 
stress can make you healthier and happier. How you think about stress affects everything 
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from your cardiovascular health to your ability to find meaning in life. The best way to 
manage stress isn’t to reduce or avoid it, but rather to rethink and even embrace it” (xvii). 
McGonigal states that the new promise of the science of stress is not to help people get 
rid of stress, but to teach them how to get better at it. 
Stress is here to stay. If the idea of rethinking stress is embraced, it also needs to 
be accepted that stress is not to disappear or become minimal. What becomes ultimately 
important is that stressful events can be transformed into inspiration, knowledge and 
strength. The natural tendency is to get rid of what brings discomfort. The Apostle Paul, 
for example, talks about a “thorn in the flesh.”  Whatever that was, it made Paul feel 
uncomfortable, and so he pleaded with God three times to take it away from him. God’s 
answer to Paul as well as Paul’s reaction appears in 2 Cor. 12:9-10: “But he said to me: 
My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Therefore, I 
will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on 
me. That is why for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 
persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.”  (NIV)    
It sounds contradictory and nonsensical. It is only God who brings the balance 
and the sense into this situation. God’s grace is a source of enduring strength. Joy and 
happiness might not be paramount as stressful situations are confronted, but dependence 
in God helps to conquer them. Charles L. Rassieur writes:  
The question before the church is how to help its professional ministers cope 
more effectively with stress so they not only serve others with greater joy but also 
find genuine personal renewal through their calling. When ministry fails to 
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generate a spirit of renewal within the minister, then this question must be asked: 
Is the pastor overtaxed with too much stress? (21).  
This question was critical when asked in the 80’s and it remains equally important today. 
The challenge remains the same. It is still an imperative for the church to nurture the 
ministers through investing in their well-being and in providing resources to ensure that 
they feel their efforts are recognized, and they can become conquerors even during much 
stress. It is critical that the church makes sure their ministers are willing to serve with joy, 
and that would not happen unless they are provided with meaningful opportunities 
conducive to personal renewal. 
The models of support utilized to bring about personal renewal for ministers are 
also important to recognize. Barbara G. Gilbert writes: “Clergy and their spouses 
experience the same kind of joy, pain and brokenness as their parishioners. Where do 
they turn when faced with personal problems? …Do they find the support they need?” 
(1). Andrew R. Irvine talks about models of support and mentions denominational 
support among other community-based support systems. He writes: “Denominational 
groups, however, can provide good opportunity for support. If competition is lessened 
and trust is allowed to develop, clergy who serve in the same tradition and in adjoining 
communities can find the commonality a supportive base” (169). This study seeks to 
identify to what extent new church planters are benefiting from denominational support 
that helps the minister cope better with stress and what difference that makes in their 





Stress Hiding Behind Priorities 
Charles L. Rassieur also devotes attention to the pastor’s family in his book Stress 
Management for Ministers. Regarding the pastor’s family, he states that the first ten years 
of ministry [the ministerial ten-year sprint] with its pressure to work sixty to eighty hours 
a week comes when many pastors are beginning a marriage and a family. (27) Rassieur 
writes:  
The pastor’s spouse and children require more time and support during this period 
than at any other time in the life of the family. So, it comes as no surprise if at 
some point within ten years the pastor is overwhelmed with exhaustion, 
disillusionment, and the protest of an angry spouse. The reports of over thirty-five 
hundred pastors confirm that stress is most likely to occur in the early years of 
ministry. (27)  
“We didn’t sign up for this,” is a usual statement coming from family members that 
become overwhelmed with the job demands of a new church planter. It sounds tough, but 
that kind of expression reveals a tired person as well as a broken heart. At that time the 
new church planter must stop to reflect on priorities and make the adjustments necessary 
to save her/his relationship and her/his family. Hopefully, at that crucial time they are 
provided effective resources to accomplish such a task, but it would be even better if 
those resources had been in place at the beginning of the process. Many negative 
situations could be prevented and much stress could be avoided.  
 Stress is present in the pastors’ lives often in amounts difficult to manage. The 
long hours of ministry and work, along with family responsibilities increase the stress 
upon the pastor’s shoulders and heart. Many pastors do new church planting ministry 
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during their first few years of ministry. Most of them are bi-vocational and have the 
responsibility of a secular full-time job. How do they find time to devote to their 
families?  Most of their time is devoted to what are technically two full-time jobs and the 
family is relegated out of the priority it should have.  
In his book’s annotated bibliography, Rassieur prints the following note which is 
worth reproducing here:  
Clergy will do well to note the observations of psychiatrists Greiff and Munter 
regarding the assumptions of young executives who climb toward success with 
the organization first, themselves second and their families last in their priorities. 
Such priorities are based on these assumptions: 
---that as the executive charges forward, the family will either remain static or 
develop according to his wishes and expectations. 
---that he will be able voluntarily to limit and modify a career pattern 
established over many years, during which his family has accepted second 
place in his life, and that he will eventually be able to give them first 
priority, picking up where he left off as though the years of deprivation did 
not count 
---that the rewards of work will justify the neglect of self and family 
---that the company will respect and reward him more for his zealous 
dedication and devotion  
---that he can function optimally for a long period of time, sustaining himself 
with only minimal personal satisfaction.  Greiff and Munter conclude: 
“Such ideas are not only naïve but dangerous” (Greiff and Munter 68-9).  
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From the beginning of their ministerial careers, it is crucial for pastors to establish 
priorities in the right order. The family cannot take a second or third place on that list for 
the sake of God. It is precisely because they are serving and representing God that family 
should be the priority. It is not possible to honor God while doing a disservice to the 
family. Pastors in general and new church planters need strong and healthy families to 
help them navigate the complicated road of ministry. The regional and general church 
constituencies can be instrumental in devoting time and resources to help church planters 
and their families to keep a healthy balance between work and relationships. It is of great 
encouragement for new church planters to know that they are not alone, but that their 
denomination cares for their well-being and that of their families.    
When Stress Comes from the Pastor 
Andrew R. Irvine devotes Chapter 9 of his book Between Two Worlds: 
Understanding and Managing Clergy Stress, to consider issues related to the stress 
confronted by the pastor’s family. He writes: “The plea for attention as individuals in 
their own right has often been missed creating great pain for all involved. Much has been 
written about ministers, the ministry, the stress and strain of office and other facets of the 
profession. Little has been said about the stress of those who make up the family of the 
clergy, the first family of the church” (125). Both the pastor and the family experience 
much stress. Why is more attention paid to the stress upon the pastor?  Not until the 
family’s voices are really heard will the road towards healing and recovery start. This 
study intends to provide a real opportunity for families of new church planters to make 
their voices be heard.  
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Irvine asserts: “Being a part of the clergy home and closely associated with the 
church can be a source of constant stress and one, which for them also, seems outside 
their direct control” (126). The psychological burden caused by stress affects the pastor 
as well as those around her/him. It is not accurate that only the pastor has stress and the 
family, immune to it, must be patient and deal with it. The pastor’s stress creates a ripple 
effect that touches each member of the family. Equally important is to notice that stress 
can also work the other way around; if family members are stressed out, their stress 
affects the pastor as well.    
 Irvine also writes: “It is not that the clergy would choose a secondary role for the 
family but rather that it becomes the easiest, in some ways, to sacrifice on the altar of 
success. The thought is always there that the family somehow will hold together and be 
more easily restored by acts of attention. These often come too late and offer too little” 
(127). Failure to pay attention to the family’s feelings and to find ways of processing 
stress early in the process of church planting may lead to the pain of unhealthy and 
fractured relationships. Failure to devote time and provide resources to tend to the 
problem may mean the end, not only of individuals’ relationships, but also of 
congregational ministries. 
Steven A. Gerig claims that “frequently the pastor’s family is not ready to share 
the load, for they carry their own share of disappointments. Therefore, ministry families 
often see the worst side of pastors” (53). Pastors are often drained by the needs of family 
and congregation. Fatigue, discouragement and despair often deplete the pastor’s 
emotional reserves.  The goal should not be then to determine who is at fault due to the 
large loads of stress. Most importantly, the goal is to educate both the pastors and their 
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families in recognizing the harmful effects of stress and empowering them to more 
effectively cope using resources provided by the Regional and General constituencies of 
the church. Both the pastor and her/his family must realize that being on this together 
requires that they work as a team that would fight for each other’s health and well-being. 
The Regional and General manifestations of the church become critical components of 
that team. This study seeks also to foster dialogue between all the components involved.   
Andrew R. Irvine strongly addresses the point of the minister’s family being the 
only one within the church without a pastor. He writes:  
The minister may be priest, in the sense of leading his/her family in spiritual 
matters, but it is not possible for them to be a pastor to their own family… The 
clergy family must have the opportunity to seek pastoral care and advice from a 
source which they perceive as objective and without bias. They, like all others, 
need to have one who cares for them as their pastor, not confusing that care with 
that of spouse or parent. They, too, require a confidant with whom they can share 
their inner joys, doubts, fears and the innermost needs of their being. (140-41)  
This is a critical issue that we are not used to consider, and which requires much and 
serious attention. 
Barbara G. Gilbert comes up with an interesting question regarding a clergy 
spouse’s position within the church: Who is my pastor?  Gilbert writes: “There is no way 
that a clergyperson can or should be both a spouse or a pastor and counselor to his/her 
marital partner” (13). Gilbert goes on to add: “For example, if a clergy spouse is 
“spiritually dry,” to whom can she turn?  Spouses often feel they have no one to go to on 
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this issue” (13). This situation might replicate as we consider how other members of the 
pastoral family feel about this matter.  
Why would the whole family be active members at the church where their family 
member is pastor?  Why should their family member be their pastor?  Doesn’t that 
involve a conflict of interest?  What level of objectivity can a pastor exercise in 
counseling her/his own family members?  Isn’t she/he inevitably biased?  It seems no one 
dares to ask these questions. The general thought is that the family must be members and 
help forward the ministry where their family member, who happens to be a pastor, is 
serving. Someone thinking differently might as well be labeled as crazy. Now, when the 
times of stress and crisis arise, they are unable to be supportive of each other since they 
are all immersed in the same conflictive situation. More than being able to help each 
other, they are likely to become sources of stress for each other. These pressing questions 
must be asked for the sake of churches, pastors and their families at the brink of chaos 
regarding the well-being of their relationships. This study asked these questions and 
sought to determine if stress really perspired or not from the ministry situation. The study 
as well sought to foster courageous dialogue between the church, the new church 
planters, and their families regarding these disconcerting questions.  
Aubrey Malphurs claims the importance of a supportive family in new church 
planting situations. He writes: “An important, essential ingredient to any ministry is the 
family. If church planters don’t have the backing of their families, especially their wives, 
their ministries will suffer. Without the support of their families, church planters are 
doomed to failure” (104). New church planters and their families have the challenge of 
being present and supportive of each other as they together confront the many stressful 
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realities of the ministry. That does not necessarily mean they all need to serve together in 
the same place. As suggested before, family members serving in a different congregation 
might be more capable of being effectively supportive at times of crisis compared to 
others who are involved in the same ministry site and are already affected by the conflict.  
Malphurs states: “While the family may not necessarily be directly involved in the 
ministry, it must at least be supportive of the ministry. In fact, the church’s planter family 
must come before the ministry” (104). They might find spiritual and emotional support 
through Scriptures, from the encouragement of mentors, and from available resources to 
help new church planters and their families more effectively cope with stress. They may 
find relief in if not all members of the pastor’s family are required to belong to the same 
congregation that their loved one pastors. Ultimately, attending some other congregation 
and having their own pastor would empower them to be more supportive of their loved 
one at times when she/he confronts stress. That is not possible should the entire family 
experiences the dynamics of stress at the same time and place. 
Exponential 
Exponential is a non-profit organization that brings together a growing 
community of leaders committed to accelerating the multiplication of healthy, 
reproducing faith communities. Through digitally accessible conferences, assessment 
tools, multiplication courses, resources and training, Exponential gathers the most 
dynamic and knowledgeable group of leaders on the field of new church planting. 
 Ed Stetzer joined Exponential in presenting “7 Top Issues Church Planters Face” 
and “No Church Planting Family Alone.” Both works are quantitative in nature, and 
share insights from a well-known group of church planting leaders and experts. Stetzer is 
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quick to recognize these are not applicable to everyone in every context but asserts they 
can be helpful to many. “Although it is not a scientific study, it is a helpful one—filled 
with advice that every church planter should consider” (Stetzer 1). The seven top issues 
church planters face, according to Stetzer are: 
►Leadership Development and Reproducing Culture 
►Financial Self-Sufficiency and Viability 
►Launch Team Development and Mobilizing Volunteers 
►Systems, Processes and Cultures 
►Casting Vision and Avoiding Mission Drift 
►Evangelism and Discipleship 
►Spiritual, Physical and Mental Health of the Planter and Family (Stetzer 3) 
The following are some interesting highlights of the report and article: 
►The challenges of planting commonly result in discouragement and loneliness.  
►A solid foundation of faith in God, a surrendered life, and a healthy marriage 
are critical issues for the lead church planter. 
►Assessment, training and coaching are vital. 
►Spousal support systems should be added to church planting systems in the 
future. 
►Peer-to-peer relationships and church planter networks are vital to meeting the 
planter’s needs of support, encouragement and accountability.  
►Getting systems in place is key before going public. 
►Church planting mentors and coaches who speak into the planter’s life on a 
regular basis are important. 
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►A key issue is discerning the painfully difficult decision between quitting or 
persevering with the plant during difficult times. 
►Accountability through networking is vital to address every issue planters face. 
(Stetzer 14) 
The number of psychological aspects stemming from the issues and report 
highlights listed above can be overwhelming. The work Exponential is doing is 
commendable; yet its efficiency in changing the new church planting family’ picture for 
the good is a topic that requires further study. At the end of the day, it seems the best 
resource planters can count on to deal with stress are their own families. Yet, closeness to 
family brings about the possibility of enmeshment, which at the same time creates other 
issues. 
Enmeshment vs. the Need for Sense of Self 
Bernard J. Bush calls enmeshment “the family tie that binds” (37). He describes 
enmeshment as “excessive involvement with family,” and considers it “to be both 
dangerous to a religious vocation and an obstacle to spiritual, personal and emotional 
growth” (37). Bush quotes 1 Corinthians 7 where “Paul alludes to the difficulty of 
serving a wife or husband and giving undivided attention to the kingdom” (69). He adds: 
“Jesus speaks of it when he encounters the rich young man in Matthew 19:16-30, and 
goes on to preach detachment from mother, father, wife, children and property (69). 
Enmeshment refers to attachments that sometimes go to incredible extremes such as the 
need to call a parent every night to share all that happened during that day. Bush states: 
“My belief is that loneliness is often one of enmeshment’s motivating factors” (63). 
Enmeshment leads to a relationship of mutual dependency that, Bush says, “very seldom 
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contributes to maturity since the child is still being related as just that, a child” (64). 
“Much time and energy is used growing in dependency rather than in maturity,” 
concludes Bush (65). Enmeshment can occur not only with parents, but also with 
brothers, sisters, and other members of the family. An expression that is often used to 
describe those kinds of relationships is that the umbilical cord has not yet been cut. This 
expression refers to the nature of a relationship characterized by a co-dependency which 
far from positive is dangerous and unhealthy.  
Pastors in general need to be self-differentiated leaders. Relationships that make 
them co-dependent on some other person, particularly on another family member, far 
from being healthy and helpful, can add to the stress burden the ministers already carry 
due to the nature of their job. Self-differentiated leaders generally attempt to develop 
healthy relationships and avoid involving themselves in relationships that negatively 
affect their ministerial commitments and their private lives. They tend to avoid 
relationships that, far from bringing peace and security, add extra tension and stress into 
their busy lives. Bush’s recommendation reads: “Each individual must face the loneliness 
inside and turn it into the means to develop responsibility, awareness of “inner space,” 
development of peer relationships, and the contemplation of God in the world which is an 
indispensable condition for the full Christian life” (72). 
The high ministerial demands and the stress that comes with them require new 
church planters to be self-differentiated leaders that develop healthy relationships and 
boundaries. Those healthy relationships and boundaries generally help the minister to 
more effectively cope with stress. New church planter’s families might also benefit from 
their self-differentiated member in more positive ways than if the planter would not have 
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this training and skill. The general and regional manifestations of denominations should 
be instrumental in fostering dialogue and providing the training necessary for new church 
planters to become cognizant of the current trends and to learn the necessary skills to 
become self-differentiated leaders striving to develop strong relationships and healthy 
boundaries. 
Charles L. Rassieur writes: “From my own observations, after working with many 
clergy and seminarians, I have discovered a consistent characteristic among those who 
find so much satisfaction in ministry…the essential characteristic is a strong, firm sense 
of self and personal identity” (35). Rassieur emphasizes that those clergy have clear 
boundaries around their own selfhood and a strong grasp on their own self-identity, and 
he describes them as risk takers, particularly in their relationships with other persons. He 
goes on to conclude: “They risk being close, they risk being loving, and they risk telling 
the truth…they have learned somewhere that there is a promise of new life implicit in 
every risk…Their confidence and their ability for handling stress are rooted in their 
positive regard for themselves” (35-6). That “somewhere,” specifically for bi-vocational 
new church planters who will not necessarily attend seminary, must be the regional and 
general manifestations of their denominations.  
Stress in ministry, points out Rassieur, is a much larger issue than the number of 
hours a person works each week. “The chief issue is how to strengthen the whole person 
as a responsible self who needs care, and how to help judicatories encourage parish 
pastors to take better care of themselves for the sake of ministry” (140). Unfortunately, 
this message of self-care is not always the one new church planters hear. On the opposite, 
and mostly on a tacit way, the message is that the more hours and the harder pastors 
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work, the better pastors they are, and thus the system would allow them rewards like 
upward mobility and appointments to the most desirable churches. Rassieur adds: “All 
parish pastors are aware, usually even before ordination, that the system frequently 
rewards those who work hard and remain loyal, without regard for their own or their 
family’s welfare” (140).  
 Rassieur agrees that stress is unavoidable; it will always be present, and it is thus 
important to pay attention to the major areas of stress in ministry. Rassieur writes: “It is 
important for pastors to be aware of the areas where they are vulnerable to stress. To be 
forewarned can help a pastor to monitor the level of pressure felt in the more stressful 
areas of ministry. The pastor who is unaware of the potential pitfalls is less likely to cope 
effectively when stressful situations are encountered” (21). It is at that point when 
courageous dialogue, meaningful training, and effective resources make a difference in 
the way pastors’ deal with stress. 
Donald Houts in Pastoral Care for Pastors reports the following as the 
characteristic problems of those in the pastoral ministry:       
►Overextension—the feeling of having too many commitments that vied for time 
and energy. 
►Imprecise competence—the feeling that they functioned primarily “by the seat 
of their pants,” without being sure of why they did what they did. 
►Inadequate resources—the feeling that there was no adequate “back-up system” 
…and that they had to be satisfied with leftover resources of time, talent, and substance. 
►A desperate groping for relevant religious faith—Pastors themselves are subject 
to so many demands from others that they begin to feel in need of a pastor themselves. 
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Many experience this as a gradual sense of losing the reality of the faith that they 
proclaimed, playing their roles with decreasing involvement, commitment, and integrity. 
►Lack of accomplishment—How does one measure the impact of preaching? 
…How does one measure one’s influence in a summer camp program over a period of 
years?  While gratification is important to continued productive work, it is difficult to 
measure the intangible rewards and accomplishments that are so basic in the ministry 
(186-196).           
All the feelings involved, along with the conscience of not being able to measure 
the intangibles, can potentially create an environment of uncertainty, codependence and 
stress for the pastor. Exhaustion, depression and high ministerial demands are mentioned 
among causes for stress and burnout. Being at the deepest point of crisis, a pastor needs 
to seek professional help and discover the road to healing.  
In his book, Clergy Burnout, Fred Lehr lists the following as some integral steps 
of the healing process: “becoming gospel-centered, developing spiritual maturity, 
regaining balance, and setting healthy boundaries” (61-97). Lehr’s work shows a 
significant example of a scholar interested in both the problems faced by pastors in 
ministry and possible alternatives for their healing.  
The following quote by Charles L. Rassieur in Stress Management for Ministers, 
is a good summary on the topic of ministry and stress. It is presented from a general 
perspective, but it can very well speak to the specific struggles’ pastors encounter as they 
face stressful situations amid their busy agendas. It also states the avenues from where 
help might and must come.   
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Stress in manageable amounts encourages and promotes vital growth. The natural 
course of a pastor’s ministry will have in it many occasions for personal 
development through times of stress. The progressive stages of adult life offer the 
benefit of new perspectives so the maturing pastor can cope better with stress. 
Progress in the handling of stress can be facilitated especially through the caring 
support of one’s colleagues, through trusting relationships with them. Also, 
numerous institutional structures, from the seminary to the various judicatory 
levels and beyond, provide a variety of resources to aid the pastor in managing 
and benefitting from the seasons of stress and growth that mark every stage of the 
pastor’s life and ministry. (126)         
In other words, stress is an integral part of our daily lives. Though we generally 
look at stress from a negative point of view, if appropriately approached, stress can bring 
about opportunities for growth and personal development. A popular saying state that life 
is ten percent what happens and ninety percent how we react to what happens. That is 
true about stressful situations. That is not to take away the possible negative effects stress 
might cause, but to emphasize that how successful someone is in confronting stress 
highly depends on how she/he reacts to stressful situations. Stress might destroy a 
minister, but it also might represent a challenge for that person to mature, grow and learn.  
Research Design Literature 
This study is a narrative account of a qualitative nature. The use of a survey, a 
questionnaire, and a semi-structured interview provided the framework to accomplish 
triangulation. Judith Bell defines triangulation as “cross-checking the existence of certain 
phenomena and the veracity of individual accounts by gathering data from a number of 
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informants and a number of sources and subsequently comparing and contrasting one 
account with another in order to produce as full and balanced a study as possible” (16). 
That contrasting and comparing of the individual accounts certainly added fullness and 
balance to this study. 
Michael Quinn Patton states: “The multi-methods approach allows various 
perspectives to engage in a critical dialogue that leads to several sets of rich data, 
resulting in the possibility for deeper understandings. And those understandings can be 
communicated to readers in such a way that makes the information useful to others” (41). 
One of this study’s goals was that the information gathered and analyzed might be useful 
to others in the present, as well as in the future. 
My active involvement in this study responded to the general view that 
researchers do not detach themselves from the context but immerse themselves in the 
setting and even participate in it. John W. Creswell states: “The researcher tries to 
minimize the distance between him---or herself and those being researched” (6). The 
researcher cannot have face-to-face contact with each participant, but by immersing 
him/herself in the process, can acquire a general sense of what the participants are 
sharing and feeling, and can also draw good insights out of that distant, yet dynamic 
interaction.  
Sharan B. Merriam lists five characteristics that all qualitative research has in 
common. The second characteristic is that the researcher in qualitative studies is the 
primary instrument (19). Patton sees that understanding of the researcher’s role in the 
project as a key to understanding validity. Patton states: “In qualitative inquiry, the 
researcher is the instrument. The credibility of qualitative methods, therefore, hinges to a 
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great extent on the skill, competence, and rigor of the person doing fieldwork---as well as 
things going on in a person’s life that might prove a distraction” (26). The researcher 
must invest the best of him/herself into the process. Distractions must be avoided to the 
greater extent possible, vulnerabilities shall be realistically accepted, and biases need to 
be honestly recognized and shared, thus the researcher might become the more reliable 
and effective instrument possible.  
Summary of Literature 
Stress is unavoidable, thus an ever-present reality in life. The four gospels and the 
book of Acts include accounts on the church being born and how the first church planters 
managed to work during very stressful situations. The Bible is still a major source of 
counsel in confronting situations where stress is paramount. Stress appears extensively 
throughout the Bible and it deserves attention in terms of what stress means for those in 
ministry, and particularly for new church planters and their families. 
Distinguished authors like Earley, Malphurs, Mull, and Stetzer, claim that the 
Great Commission is achieved through new church planting. This study further suggests 
that a church’s purpose might be lost unless new church planters and their families 
receive the needed nurturing as they constantly face stressful situations in ministry. A 
sending church should not be a forgetful church. A caring and loving church would 
explore and make resources available to help planters and their families to more 
effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. 
During much socio-cultural turmoil, a shift has occurred on how the Great 
Commission is carried in the twenty-first century America. A new breed of bold leaders 
with a clear understanding of these challenging times for the church is needed. A strong, 
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well-trained and well-equipped group of visionary leaders is needed in America to carry 
the responsibility to bring mission back to the forefront as the church’s ultimate purpose. 
New church planters are the main component of that group of leaders.  
This study emphasizes that for new church planting to be truly dynamic and 
effective, a strong pastoral care component must be a part of the Christian 
denominations’ vision. Healthy leaders have higher possibilities to plant healthy 
congregations than unhealthy leaders do. In paying attention to the emotional health of 
new church planters and their families, Christian denominations maximize their potential 
for success and minimize the possibilities of failure. It is the prerogative of Christian 
denominations to make resources available to ensure those key leaders can develop their 
foundational work within the healthiest conditions possible. The regional and general 
manifestations of the church must develop programs and make resources available to 
empower new church planters and their families to more effectively cope with the 
harmful effects of stress. 
The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States and Canada is 
trying hard to bring mission back to the forefront of their priorities. After many decades 
of neglect, new church planting has received an important boost from the higher spheres 
of the denomination during the last two decades. This study sought to reach out to new 
church planters and their families, as well as to regional and general church’ leaders, to 
see how the denomination is helping those families cope with the stress inherent to their 
ministry. Some literature even questions the need for all members of a church planting 
family to necessarily serve together at the new church site. Those family members who 
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are not directly involved in the new site might be in a better position to be supportive at 
times when stressful situations arise. 
How are Disciples of Christ new church planters and their families facing stress? 
What are the sources of stress they experience? What resources are made available to 
them to more effectively cope with stress? These are areas of concern throughout this 
work. These aspects are the overarching polar stars of this study. Chapter Three, 
specifically introduces the methods used by the researcher to answer the three research 






RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FOR THE PROJECT 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
 
This chapter is an account of the ways in which the research was conducted. The 
nature and purpose of the project are revisited along with a more extensive description of 
the research questions, the rationale behind each of them, and the research tools applied. 
A description of the participants is included as well as the criteria for their selection. 
Some ethical considerations are discussed related to the protection of the participants’ 
privacy and confidentiality. The procedures for collecting and analyzing the evidence are 
discussed as well. The model of narrative utilized through the study is described.  
Nature and Purpose of the Project 
This project was of a descriptive mode and of a qualitative nature. It sought to 
look deeply into the issue of church planting and stress within active church planting 
families of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). The purpose of this project was to 
identify the sources of stress experienced by active and inactive new church planters and 
their families in the Florida Region of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), and to 
explore resources made available to help them more effectively cope with the harmful 
effects of stress. 
In meeting its dual purpose, the research sought to give a voice to family 
members of church planters, and to open a forum for courageous dialogue about the topic 






Three research questions were developed at the beginning of the project. It was 
intended for the research questions to be objective and comprehensive of the topic.  
Research Question #1   
What are the sources of stress experienced by the new church planters?  Stress is 
unavoidably present in ministry. Thus, my goal was not to discover if new church 
planters are dealing with stress. This question's purpose was to identify the main sources 
of stress to new church planters. The survey, along with the questionnaire were used to 
determine what those sources of stress are.  
Research Question #2 
What are the sources of stress experienced by the new church planters’ family?  
This question evolved from my original idea of asking about techniques new church 
planting families are implementing to more effectively cope with stress. The reflection 
process paid well as in conversation with my project’ advisor, I realized it is important to 
have a question that directly requires the involvement of family members of the church 
planters. This question takes care of a good part of my goal of giving a voice to the 
church planters’ family. My concern with this question was the rate of answers it would 
generate, since the invitation to participate for family members had to come from the 
actual church planter. I used the survey and the questionnaire to determine what the 






Research Question #3    
What resources are made available for new church planters and their families to 
more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress?  This question, like the first one, 
was well set since the beginning of the reflection process. Dr. Ellen Marmon was 
instrumental in helping me craft the right question that would be comprehensive enough 
to address the various aspects encompassed through this project. 
The goals behind this question were to find out if new church planters and their 
families were being provided resources, if they had been using those resources, and to 
determine how effective the resources had been in helping them more effectively cope 
with stress. Also, this question provided the framework to allow the researcher to explore 
additional resources available related to new church planting and stress. 
Recommendations regarding this latter aspect are included in chapter five of this work. 
The survey, the questionnaire. and the interviews inquired about the resources, how 
extensively they had been used, and with what degree of effectiveness. 
Ministry Context for Observing the Phenomenon 
This project focused on the topic of new church planting and stress within the 
context of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida. The study included 
female and male, active and inactive new church planters and their families throughout 
this vast and diverse Disciples region. By focusing on the geographical setting of the 
Florida region, I hope to benefit the whole denomination with this research findings, and 
also the church at large. I selected Florida not only for being my home state, but most 
importantly, because it is a good example of the diversity that characterizes the Disciples 
denomination. Additionally, important contextual ministry is taking place in Florida in 
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the area of new church planting development. The culture, ethos, and context of the 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) as a mainline Christian denomination permeated 
the study from beginning to end.  
Participants to be Sampled About the Phenomenon 
This section describes the criteria for selection of the participants in this research 
project. It also includes a description of the participants and presents ethical 
considerations regarding the study. 
Criteria for Selection 
A reflection process among the project’ advisor, denominational leaders, and 
myself, was instrumental in reaching a consensus about who would be invited to 
participate in the study. The consensus was that the participants would be active and 
inactive, female and male new church planters and their family members.    
Description of Participants 
The participants in this study were nine female and six male, active and inactive 
church planters of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida. Six family 
members participated at the invitation of the church planters. One female regional staff 
also participated in this project. The study did not impose limitations regarding sex, or 
ethnicity of the participants. All twenty-two participants were eighteen years of age or 
older.  
Ethical Considerations 
I developed a consent form document based on Tim Sensing’s “Sample Consent 
Form for Interviews” (235-6). Each participant being interviewed was asked to read and 
sign the consent form. The consent form introduced me as the researcher, explained the 
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purpose of the project, described the procedure that would be followed, notified the 
participants that an audiotape recording of the interview was to be made, and informed 
the participants of the amount of time they were expected to devote for the interview. 
Other aspects covered by the consent form document included voluntary participation, 
risks, benefits, confidentiality/anonymity, sharing of results, and the possibility of the 
study’s future publication. Additionally, a similar Consent Form document was created 
for the participants completing the survey and questionnaire.  
The ultimate purpose of both consent forms was to take intentional steps to 
maintain confidentiality. As the researcher, I was greatly concerned about the 
participants, and used the consent form to help gain their trust and ensure them that I 
would do all that was necessary to guarantee their integrity, privacy, and confidentiality. 
The aspect of confidentiality/anonymity was also discussed in the introduction of each 
instrument designed for the participants to complete either face-to-face or online. 
Instrumentation 
A survey, a questionnaire, and a semi-structured interview were the instruments I 
chose, designed, and used to collect the data. The survey was in the form of a list of 
stressors for the participants to rate in terms of the amount of stress each of the stressors 
generally caused to them. The participants were to assign a number to each stressor, #1 
representing the higher stress. The higher the number assigned, the less the stress caused 
to the participant by a stressor. The survey was instrumental to answer Research Question 
#1 and Research Question #2. 
The questionnaire was utilized with the new church planters and a separate 
questionnaire was designed for the regional staff. Aspects regarding support or resources 
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available to them from the local, regional, and general church were researched using the 
questionnaire. The naming of stressors, boundaries, and the issue of all family members 
being a part of the new church plant since the beginning were also aspects looked at 
through the questionnaire administered to the new church planters. Both questionnaires 
were instrumental to answer all three research questions. 
The semi-structured interview targeted the new church planters. The interview 
asked the participants questions mostly about the same topics covered in the 
questionnaire. The purpose of that was for me to establish comparisons and contrasts 
between the participant’s answers about the same topics. It also sought to enable me to 
draw conclusions from those comparisons and contrasts and make recommendations for 
further study and consideration by the Disciples’ Florida Region. The goal of the 
recommendations are to improve the church planting process and to incorporate 
necessary programs and resources to help church planters and their families more 
effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. The semi-structured interview was 
instrumental to answer all three research questions. 
Expert Review 
An expert review was conducted as requested by the Institutional Review Board. This 
process makes the research instruments more accurate, valid and reliable. I developed an 
expert review protocol for each of the research instruments (See Appendixes). The expert 
review protocols included directions on what was expected from the experts. Betsy 
Goehrig, Juan Rodriguez, and Winfield Bevins were approached and willingly provided 
their expertise and valuable input. I incorporated their insights and recommended 
corrections into the research instruments. 
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Procedure for Collecting Evidence 
The researcher’s whole persona must become available and fully invested on the 
first place for data collection. Tim Sensing states that qualitative research often names the 
researcher as the primary tool in the data collection and analysis process. Therefore, the 
ideal of being detached or objective in research is counterproductive and unrealistic 
(Sensing, 45). Throughout this study, I assumed the task of data collection with the 
utmost respect for the process and for those being researched. I was intentional in 
keeping a learner’s grateful and submissive attitude. Such an attitude was not easy to 
achieve at times, due in part to the passion I feel for this topic, and to the biases I brought 
into the study having been a new church planter in the past and having experienced much 
stress because of that.  
It is important to keep in mind though, as Sensing also points out, that 
“subjective” feelings may hinder honest interpretation (45). Sensing further states that 
researchers who ignore their feelings may not explore all the possibilities available to 
them for their interpretation. Ignoring feelings may cause the researcher to ignore 
significant data (45). I decided to devote completely to the process and chose not to 
ignore my feelings, thus facilitating reflexivity and learning. 
Derek Russell states that people do not form behaviors and attitudes in a vacuum 
but develop them amid the milieu of interrelationships and systems (101). Through 
investing my whole persona into this process, I made all conscious efforts possible to 
keep my personal biases in check, to pay attention to feelings and context, and to avoid 




Sensing states that to be able to say anything in your thesis or to conclude 
something from your project, you need data (79). Data can be gathered without 
appropriate tools, but it would not be trustworthy, valid, or reliable. I chose tools that 
would produce data that is context sensitive and specific. I was also mindful about the 
data producing facts and conclusions that would be valid and reliable since they would 
stem, not from impartial observations, but from the actual data provided by the 
participants. I hoped the conclusions and recommendations stemming from this study 
would help the higher constituencies of the church to better serve new church planting 
families in their struggles with stress.  
Sensing also states that respect for people requires a researcher to choose the 
appropriate tools for the particular project (81). The tools I chose for this project are the 
survey, questionnaire, and semi-structured interview. The selection of these research 
tools did not happen in isolation, but through a reflection process that included the 
researcher’s advisor and professors. Respect for the participants and coding data to 
ensure confidentiality were paramount throughout the research process.  
The mentioned instruments provided the grounds for triangulation conducive to 
an eventual description for interpretation. Judith Bell states that triangulation is “cross-
checking the existence of certain phenomena and the veracity of individual accounts by 
gathering data from a number of informants and a number of sources and subsequently 
comparing and contrasting one account with another in order to produce as full and 
balanced a study as possible (Bell, 102). The instruments selected for this study would 
not individually provide the whole picture but would certainly add validity and 
trustworthiness to the study.  
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Tim Sensing is emphatic about the fact that interpretation stems not only from 
what it is observed, but also from what it is heard. He states: “The participants have 
voice. What people say allows them to co-author the interpretation with the researcher. 
Such hospitality on the part of the researcher will also give great weight to the findings of 
the project, while at the same time enhancing validity and reliability (76).”  I originally 
mentioned this co-authoring element to the participants in the introduction of each 
research instrument. However, the IRB staff questioned this statement. They said that 
participation and co-authoring are considered two different activities and to make the 
participants believe they would be co-authors of the project would represent a misleading 
offer to them. I revised the research instruments accordingly.  
To collect data is a complicated and extensive process. The previous paragraphs 
provide a look at important aspects to be considered before collecting any data. It is the 
time now to go into what refers to methodological protocols. 
The era of technology is here to stay. Being a Boomer, my original idea was to 
send a manila folder with the instruments enclosed for the participants to complete and 
return. That was not a bad idea, but Dr. Henchy Anderson at the IRB suggested Google 
Forms. What an awesome opportunity to have the participants complete the instruments 
online. It is faster and, though not guaranteed, it provides a good possibility of a higher 
return rate, thus increasing the study’s validity and reliability. 
Procedure for Analyzing Evidence 
The data analysis in this study used narrative research methodology. Tim Sensing 
describes narrative analysis as a flexible and multi-adaptable tool because it is rooted in a 
basic ontological understanding of how people construct their lived experiences (167). 
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Max Van Manen states that the use of narrative research does not fit neatly within the 
boundaries of any methodology. Although it is inherently interdisciplinary, narrative is 
primarily a vehicle for understanding and explaining lived experiences (43). This study is 
ultimately about new church planting families lived experiences; thus narrative research 
fit perfectly as I analyzed the collected data.  
Catherine Kohler Riessman states that the purpose of narrative research is to 
examine how participants impose order on their lived experiences thus, making sense of 
the events, thoughts, and actions in their lives (22). Many voices have come together 
through this study to give continuation to the story of new church planters and their 
families dealing with the harmful effects of stress. Together they have produced culture 
and created history. They have also created the possibility for the dialogue not to stop and 
for their stories to continue being constructed and written. 
The model of narrative analysis used through this study was the one proposed by 
Katherine Kohler Riessman. She notes how fully formed narratives have six elements: 
abstract, orientation, complicating action, evaluation, resolution, and coda (124). 
Riessman also mentions five levels of representations in research process: attending to 
primary experience, telling, transcribing, analyzing, and reading (126). She concludes 
that narratives are, but interpretations embedded in language and culture; embedded in 
many elements besides the “truth” (128). The initial steps of coming up with the topic 
and start reflecting on it is the ‘abstract’ part of the whole project. The study of the 
literature contained in Chapter Two presents the ‘orientation’ part as I investigated the 
topic and sought to find directions where the study was heading. The ‘complicating 
action’ comes as the new church planters’ stories are listened to and discovered through 
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interviews, questionnaires, and surveys. The ‘resolution’ element is contained in the 
project’s discoveries. And finally, the ‘coda’ is represented in the conclusions and 
recommendations stemming from the totality of the project’s previous sections. 
Reliability and Validity of Project Design 
The instruments used to gather the data were thoughtfully and carefully designed 
as the result of a rather long reflection process involving the researcher, the project’ 
advisor, professors at the researcher’s Residency time, and a leader at the general level of 
the Disciples of Christ denomination.  
I intentionally allowed more experienced voices to be a part of that process. I was 
also intentional in listening and learning throughout the process. The connection between 
the instruments and the project’s purpose and research questions ultimately stemmed 
from that collective process of study and reflection. However, the ultimate test for the 





EVIDENCE FOR THE PROJECT 
Overview of the Chapter 
To experience high levels of stress can be harmful to the well-being of a person. 
New church planters experience stress at rather high levels due to the nature of their 
ministry. Stress can negatively affect their physical health, emotions, and general well-
being. Their families can be negatively affected as well.  
The purpose of this project was to identify the sources of stress for active and 
inactive new church planters and their families in the Florida region of the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ). The project also intended to explore resources made 
available to new church planters and their families to more effectively cope with the 
harmful effects of stress.  
This chapter outlines the triangulated findings emerging from the participants’ 
completion of the research instruments, being the survey, the questionnaire, and the semi-
structured interview.  
Participants 
The participants in this project were active and inactive new church planters in the 
Florida region of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). They were male and female 
of both Hispanic and Caucasian descent. It was not required for the participants to 
currently live in Florida, but if they planted a new church there in the past, they were 
candidates to participate. Some family members completed a Survey as invited by the 
church planters. A staff person from the Disciples Regional Office who happened to be a 
new church planter in the past, participated as well. 
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The answers of a total of twenty-one participants were included in this project. 
Those were fifteen planters and six family members of planters. Two of the new church 
planters were active, and thirteen were inactive. Four participants who initiated the 
process decided to stop their participation early into the project.  
Figure 4.1 Total of Participants by Ethnicity and Gender 
 
 













Figure 4.2 Gender of Planters 
 





Female (9) Male (6)
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Hispanic (4) Caucasian (2)
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Figure 4.4 Gender of Family Members 
 
Research Question #1:  Description of Evidence 
 
What are the sources of stress experienced by the church planters?  I crafted this 
chapter to tell the story shared by the participants through the completion of the research 
instruments. I intended to validate the participant’s feelings and honor their individual 
experiences through descriptive writing. I further hoped to make the voice of the 
participants be heard as their stories are shared. The church planters were asked to 
identify the sources of stress through the completion of the research instruments. I 
selected and amplified the top three sources of stress through descriptive writing. The 
analysis of the returned instruments showed the three main sources of stress for new 
church planters were: lack of financial support, the long commute from home to the 
project site and back, and conflicts with both church members and family members 







Seven out of fifteen, or 46.6% of the participating church planters sensed that the 
regional church lacked a plan and  did not have adequate resources to appropriately 
support the new church plants. A couple of the interviewed new church planters stated 
they had the impression that the local mother church rather than the region was to provide 
financially at the beginning stages. They seemed to support the region’s lack of 
involvement. One of them stated: “The mother church seemed to be on its own on the 
efforts to plant. The regional church obviously had other priorities and didn’t offer 
financial help. At the end of the day, it was the mother church which needed to prove that 
it had the resources to fulfill their vision.”   Some also suggested the region’s lack of 
involvement at the beginning stages was probably due to a communication issue which 
will be further discussed later.  
Eleven out of fifteen, or 76.6% of the new church planters agreed that the mother 
church did not have adequate financial resources to embark on the project. Basically, the 
mother church’s support was limited to providing human resources like preachers, 
teachers, and worship leaders to help the project during its first stages, but no financial 
resources in most cases were available to help the new start, neither from the mother 
church nor from the regional church. During the last decade this have changed noticeably 
as the regional church is now assigning some grants to support the new church projects. 
The funds are a good help when disbursed, but it is also true that they become available 
sporadically, which makes their impact not as significant as the church planters’ would 
hope. There is much more support now from the general church as discussed further in 
research question #3. Training and coaching are provided by the Disciples New Church 
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Ministry and Hope Partnership but, according to most of the planters, adequate financial 
support is still lacking. This will be discussed further in Chapter Five.  
It is generally thought that a new church start needs to become self-sustaining 
within three to five years of launching. Usually, that is not the case. The lack of adequate 
financial support at all levels since the projects’ initial stages does not facilitate the plants 
becoming self-sustaining so early in the process. This translates into stress for the new 
church planters, their families, and for the projects’ membership. More than getting 
worried about the new plant becoming self-sustaining, the church planter is more 
concerned about the new plant going forward and surviving in the process. The Disciples 
New Church Ministry statistics show that ‘more that 60% of the new projects are still 
bearing Christ’s witness to the world five years after their inception.’  That clearly means 
that close to 40% are not bearing that fruit.     
Regarding the lack of financial support, during her interview a new church planter 
stated that due to key decisions made by the leadership at the time and because of the 
financial constraints caused by those decisions, her new church start had been established 
for over five years and was still considered “new” by the regional church since it did not 
reach the one hundred members mark they required for the project to get the “church” 
recognition. The interviewee stated:  
Having acquired significant debt to buy a building and having experienced a loss 
of members who were not happy with that move, this project was ready to be 
considered as “new” for a very long time. This situation translated into much 
stress for me and my family as well as for most of the congregation. We were 
trying hard to move forward, but the loss of membership along with the lack of 
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financial help and our outstanding loan commitments were keeping us under the 
water.         
Referring to the lack of financial support from the regional church specifically, 
one of the interviewed church planters stated: ‘They said they were going to be there, but 
when the time came, they were not.’ Yet, another one said: ‘This venture was like they 
would tell you, you say God called you to plant a new church; go for it and show us you 
have been really called.’  The pain and frustration were still very visible years after the 
experience took place. The new church plant projects ten years ago were mostly launched 
by the mother church without much thought or pre-planning, and in some cases, without 
the knowledge of the regional church, at least during the projects’ initial stages.  
One of the planters stated in his questionnaire that when he invited the regional 
minister to the project’s first anniversary service, the minister’s answer was: ‘As far as I 
know that particular project started about six months ago.’ This reflects a lack of 
communication and a lack of knowledge about who oversees communication with the 
regional church regarding the launching of a new project. Lack of communication can 
translate into stress for those involved. This has changed to some extent during the last 
decade as the regional church now has a resource person to oversee the new church starts 
and independent ministries or congregations seeking affiliation with the Disciples. 
Ten out of fifteen, or 71% of the new church planters reported the distance they 
traveled from home to the ministry site and back was overwhelming and this translated 
into stress for themselves and their families. The three planters with the highest number 
of miles to drive ranged from 120 to 300 miles roundtrip. The effect that can have, not 
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only physically, but also emotionally and financially for the planter and his/her family 
can be devastating.  
One of the planters lacked a reliable car to make the trip. On many occasions he 
would rent a car to travel 150 miles from Tampa to Gainesville to serve a new church 
plant. The resources to do that came out of his pocket. The pastor had two sons and a 
wife to provide for. He had a full-time job at a fast-food restaurant which did not pay the 
most attractive salary. The new church planter expressed through his interview:  
I was able to do it because the Lord gave me the strength and the resources. It was 
a time of much stress, but also of blessing as I knew I was being obedient to the 
Lord. Reflecting now on the experience, I think it was my wife and children who 
took the greatest toll going through that. The commuting along with the project’s 
conflicts and lack of growth, and the financial burden it became, brought much 
stress into our lives. 
Another new church planter shared his experience of commuting approximately 
eighty miles from Orlando to Palm Coast, sometimes twice a week. In his questionnaire 
he wrote:  
The new church start was showing growth and the membership was supportive to 
me and my wife. The commute didn’t feel bad as we were full of the Lord’s joy to 
fulfill the mission God had placed in our hearts at the time. But things 
complicated when I started having health issues. My secular job required for me 
to drive extensively and my lower back started to show the effects of so much 
driving. That is only part of the price that a bi-vocational minister pays. 
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In addition, the church planter’s wife expressed herself regarding this same issue. 
She said:  
The commute from home was too long of a distance. My stubborn husband had 
back problems, but he wouldn’t allow me to help driving. In more than one 
occasion we were close to get involved in accidents. Thank God it never 
happened. One day the car broke. Thank goodness we were not that far from 
home as the car had to be towed. Another day my great driver was running late to 
get to church and was speeding a little. The police officer was kind enough to 
write the ticket for a lower amount than he deserved, but a ticket had to be paid 
out of our straining finances.         
The survey, as well as the other research instruments, contemplated conflict in 
general as a possible element conducive to stress. Among the various choices the 
participants had, I was surprised to discover a significant number of participants reporting 
that conflict both with members of the project and also with their own family members 
was one of the key sources of stress for them. Conflict tends to be a topic people choose 
to be quiet about. That tendency to silence might create more stress upon new church 
planters and their families than we can imagine. The confidentiality provided by this 
research project may have prompted the participants to be more open than usual on this 
issue. This is discussed in more detail in Chapter Five. 
Not surprisingly, a big majority of the church planters who participated reported 
that their immediate families were highly involved in the new church plant projects. It 
seems to be a rule of thumb that if a new church is planted, the whole family is expected 
to be an integral part of that endeavor. The participants were asked if their family 
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members involvement in the new plant ‘decreased’ or ‘increased’ their stress. Eight out 
of thirteen, or 66.9% of the planters who chose to answer that question reported that their 
stress was ‘increased’ by the involvement of their family members in the new plant. 
One of the interviewed planters stated: “My stress level would be high as my 
wife, holding positions of leadership, was present at Board meetings where difficult 
issues were discussed. The stress was even higher after the meetings when my wife 
wanted me to elaborate on issues that I was not willing to keep on discussing.”  Another 
interviewed planter stated: “I never thought I had a choice there. If God calls me, He calls 
my family along with me. At least that is the way it is in our Hispanic culture.”   
The presence and involvement of the new church planter’s family in the project 
can become a source of stress for the planter in various ways. The descriptive story of 
this new church planter condensed from his semi-structured interview might help put this 
into perspective. The hard-working new church planter would refer to himself as ‘the 
man wearing many hats.’  Right after graduating from seminary and being ordained by 
the Disciples of Christ, he felt God was calling him to establish a new church plant in 
Florida. His wife and two daughters joined him by default. He devoted all his efforts to 
the new plant as a bi-vocational minister with a full-time secular job.  
The new project experienced growth and his commitment required more time and 
added more responsibilities. He would do the preaching and teaching along with a mid-
week Bible study at some coffee shop venue. As expected, he would be a non-voting 
member of the committees being formed. He started attending quite a few more meetings 
monthly as the project kept on growing. On top of that, the project developed the design 
of a ‘moving church.’  Meeting at a school’s auditorium, lots of equipment had to be 
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moved in and installed early on Sunday, then put back in storage after each service. With 
the new church planter having to assume an active role to make sure everything was in 
place and considering the time he used for preaching and teaching preparation, he was 
soon devoting more time to the new church start than he ever thought possible. And he 
was obviously devoting less time to his family. 
His wife had a secular full-time job and was very actively involved in the new 
church start. She would cover the secretarial duties, direct the worship team, and help in 
other capacities as needed. Their lives were very busy as they paid attention to work, 
church and family. As they approached the point of exhaustion, it was not only ‘a man,’ 
but ‘a man and a woman wearing many hats.’  As they reflected on what their lives had 
become and asked about what they did to solve their situation, he stated through his 
interview that his eyes were opened wide when she expressed to him: ‘Our daughters and 
I didn’t sign up for this.’   
He stated that at that point: ‘I knew we had surpassed the limits of stress and 
reached the point of burnout. I felt alone inside as I thought I was about to lose the very 
core of my life, which is my family. Our relationship had suffered tremendously through 
this process.’  He further stated his answer to his wife was: ‘I didn’t sign up for this 
either.’  The truth is he ‘signed up’ to plant a new church, to live his calling, but not to 
lose what he loved and cherished the most in life which was his family.  
Two family members of new church planters, out of a total of six who 
participated in this project, expressed thoughts related to the stress they experienced as 
their relationships were affected through the new church planting process. The Hispanic 
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female and the Caucasian male represented 33.33% of the total family members 
participating. Their insights were revealing.  
The Hispanic lady stated in additional comments on the survey: ‘I felt I was 
losing my husband. Some of the female church members didn’t seem to know this was a 
married man and they wanted to be closer to him than I would allow. This brought lots of 
tension and conflict into our relationship as I would confront him. Those boundaries 
between pastors and sheep are so hard to establish!’   
The Caucasian male expressed: ‘At some point I wished I was not a member at 
my wife’s church plant. I wanted to help, but to witness the many conflicts she was 
dealing with related to the administration of the church became very stressful to me. I 
thought I would probably better support her coming from the outside than being inside of 
all that mess.’          
Research Question #2:  Description of Evidence 
What are the sources of stress experienced by the family members of church 
planters?  The researcher attempted to give a voice to the planters’ family members 
through this question. The amount of family members participating depended upon an 
invitation from the church planter to complete a survey. A total of six family members 
completed the survey, meaning that 40% of the participating church planters had a 
relative completing the survey. The researcher also asked a specific question to the 
church planters and regional staff requesting them to name what they considered the three 
main stressors for family members of church planters. That translated to a total of twenty-
one participants answering this question. The three main sources of stress for family 
members of church planters are: unhealthy family relationships due to conflicts taking 
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place in church; family difficult financial situation; and lack of support from regional and 
general church to help deal with stress. 
Nine participants out of a total of twenty-one, or 42.8% chose ‘unhealthy family 
relationships due to conflicts taking place in church” as the top source of stress for family 
members of the church planters. Seven participants, or 33.3% selected “family difficult 
financial situation” as the second source of stress for family members of church planters. 
Finally, five participants, or 23.8% chose “lack of support from the regional and general 
church to help deal with stress” as the third source of stress for the family members.  
Most participants stated how deeply they cherished their family relationships in 
general. They also acknowledged they noticed the lack of support for their loved ones, 
specifically for the new church planters, at the highest manifestations of the church. One 
of them expressed through his questionnaire: ‘My dad is my life. As he was being a 
church planter, I felt my brother, my mom and I were losing him to the church.’  He 
further added:  
The fact that he was always dealing with church issues would create conflicts 
among ourselves. More than those conflicts, I believe the bigger problem was the 
lack of time for us to be together, share as family and solve our own differences. I 
can’t remember any instances when the regional minister or anyone from any 
other branch of the church would take concrete steps to help us at times of crisis.        
A church planter’s wife stated:  
I don’t remember having a more stressful time than when we were planting a 
church in Florida. I can’t remember either a time in ministry when we had less 
attention regarding the stressful times we went through. At the time I was not very 
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knowledgeable of the church’s structures and organization, but as time passed, I 
realized we were neglected in the process especially by the regional church. Any 
help we got as we struggled with our family relationships came mostly from the 
local church and some good friends. Our relationships as family really suffered 
due to conflicts originated within the new church plant.    
Those choosing “family difficult financial situation” as a source of stress for 
family members of church planters emphasized this as an ongoing issue without easy 
options for solution. One of the participating family members stated:  
As my mother struggled to keep up with our household finances and my father 
depended upon his disability pension, our financial resources seemed to be more 
limited each passing month. The new church plant was not able to sustain my 
mother as their full-time pastor, and the regional church seemed to be far and 
quiet. The rent, groceries, home and car insurance, and mom’s outstanding 
student loans would consume her secular job salary and my dad’s pension in a 
heartbeat. This caused much stress to the family. Any help from anywhere was 
welcome, but it was generally scarce, and very rarely from any other sources but 
either the mother church or the new plant members. 
One of the new church planters stated:  
To be bi-vocational does not ensure that our families will enjoy luxuries because 
we make so much money. On the contrary, it means they will suffer since our 
time is mostly devoted to work two jobs to make ends meet. To plant a new 
church brings the joy of serving God and serving others but does not bring the 
comfort of a good salary to cover for all the household needs. This reality has 
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brought stress into my family life and our relationships have been negatively 
affected by it at times.     
As already mentioned, 23.8% of the participants chose ‘lack of support from the 
regional and general church to help cope with stress’ as the third top source of stress for 
family members of the church planters.  Regarding this source of stress, one of the 
participating planters stated:  
More than the general or regional church being supportive, the new plant 
members along with the mother church were generally those providing for our 
immediate needs out of their limited resources. The regional church seemed to be 
a distant administrative level to which we had not much access. The fact that new 
church planting was not one of the region’s main goals, at the time, complicated 
things since the available resources would be assigned first to those areas that 
were priorities.   
Another participant among the planters stated during her interview:  
One thing is to attend the five-day event they call “Leadership Academy” in 
Indianapolis and another thing is to come back to your community and feel the 
stress of the commute and the conflicts requiring solutions. Don’t get me wrong, 
they provide good information and put you in touch with a coach. But the truth is 
those are foreign to my day-to-day reality. I wish an activity like “Leadership 
Academy” could be offered at the regional level and sponsored by the regional 
church. That would make me feel those closer to my reality really care and are 




Yet another participant expressed through his interview:  
When I attended “Leadership Academy” they assigned me a coach I was not 
happy with since that person, being in Florida, was not active in the Florida 
Region as I thought a coach should have been. They then assigned me a coach 
from California. He called me once to introduce himself and I didn’t hear from 
him ever again. During my stressful times I felt I couldn’t count on him. I didn’t 
know or trust him enough to call him. But more at the local level, the colleagues 
from my district were very supportive as I would meet with them monthly. They 
truly nurtured me through prayer and encouragement as I went through very 
stressful times.   
Regarding support from the Regional church, another planter stated: “The 
regional minister at the time seemed to have too much on his plate to be worried about 
new church planters’ stress. His main goal seemed to be to sell property for the region. 
Unfortunately, he was not a very helpful leader in any way.”     
It is not a majority, but 23.8% of the participants recognized a problem exists 
regarding a lack of support from the high spheres of the denomination, namely the 
regional and the general church. The participants’ responses to the survey and 
questionnaire and the statements they made during the interview indicate the high level of 
stress the lack of support creates for the church planters and their families. They call upon 
the regional and general officials of the denomination to develop strategies and to 
implement solutions that would make a difference. This is important since it has been 
generally expected that resources and solutions to the stress confronted by church 
planters and their families come mainly from the mother church. 
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Research Question #3:  Description of Evidence 
What resources are made available for church planters and their families to help 
them more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress?    Two family members of 
planters provided answers to this question. One of them offered an additional comment 
stating:  
The way I look at stress is that it is a part of our daily lives and we need to deal 
with it. At the time when my dad was planting, it never crossed my mind that the 
regional or general church could have helped us at stressful situations in any way. 
Generally, when stress happened, which was often, we needed to pray and be 
supportive of each other. We would also seek help at the local level. But of 
course, it would had been great to have additional help.”  
The other family member expressed: “If there were resources at the Region to help my 
mom and my family at stressful moments, no one ever talked to us about that. The 
regional minister at the time was too busy and always had some business going on. He 
didn’t seem to ever have the time to stop and help the pastor of such a small church.”       
Nine out of fifteen, or 60% of the church planters also answered this question. Six 
out of the nine participants who answered the question, or 55.5%, of those who 
responded said that, in general terms, they could not name any specific resources that the 
church provided or used to address their stress in ministry or the stress that their ministry 
caused their families. One of them expressed: “Resources to help me and my family deal 
with stress? Are you serious? What an awesome idea! That’s something that never 
happened during my tenure there. New church plants can grow so much healthier if that 
help would be available.” Another planter stated: “Believe me, I had gone through rough 
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stressful times. Resources to deal with that in this region are lacking. I would love to see 
some program, or maybe a series of workshops, that would teach planters and their 
families to deal with stress. That would be a blessing for the whole church.”                     
Three planters, or 33.3% of those who responded to the question named resources 
or ways in which they sensed that the local, regional or general church addressed their 
stress and their families’ stress. One of them expressed: “Attending ‘Leadership 
Academy’ along with my wife took a burden off our shoulders. We came back refreshed 
and ready to tackle the challenges ahead of us. The knowledge that was shared and the 
tools and strategies we learned gave us renewed strength to come back home and keep 
making a difference in our community.”  Another one of the planters stated:  
In this digitalized era, you must be updated on the new trends the web has to 
offer. I have extensively benefited from two “New Church Hacks” episodes about 
vision-setting and burnout. Host pastor, Terrell McTyer and his guests do an 
awesome job easing the new church planters stress as they share their own 
personal experiences. I believe all new church planters and their families can 
benefit from this excellent resource.       
Besides the participants reported answers, I studied the Disciples vision for new 
church planting and sought to identify resources the denomination is making available to 
support the new church planters and their families as they confront stress. What follows 
is a condensed description of the efforts the denomination is making to keep their New 
Church Ministry running and to help the planters in various ways. As discussed in 
Chapter Two, the Disciples of Christ officially adopted in 2001 what Disciples scholar 
Dick Hamm called “The 20/20 Vision for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in 
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the United States and Canada.”  That decision led to the formation of ‘New Church 
Ministry’ and ‘Hope Partnership.’  These ministries at the General level oversee the work 
displayed among the denomination to pursue the four main priorities of the 2020 Vision, 
for the Disciples which are:  
►Becoming a Pro-reconciling/Anti-racist church 
►Formation of 1,000 new congregations by 2020 
►Transformation of 1,000 current congregations by 2020 
►Leadership development necessary to realize these new and renewed 
congregations. 
 The Disciples New Church Ministry shared the most recent information 
regarding their accomplishments in the ‘2020 Vision’ through a brochure entitled “A 
Glimpse of the New Church Movement.” These New Church Ministry accomplishments 
come as results of the resources the Disciples are designing at the general level. Those 
resources are available to the regions to help new church planters and their families 
become more successful in their endeavors and to more effectively cope with stress, 
among other purposes. The New Church Ministry accomplishments translate into 
programs that are implemented to strengthen the ministries of those planting new 
congregations for the Disciples all over the United States and Canada. The  
encouragement regions provide for new church planters to use these resources can make 
a significant difference among new church planters from region to region. The New 
Church Ministry brochure reported the following accomplishments: 
► 1,000+ Number of new congregations emerging. More than 60% still active 
five years after their inception 
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► 22 new languages spoken in worship, bringing the CC(DOC) from 6 to 28 
► $8,250,805 Pentecost offering total contributions supporting general and 
regional new church work 
► 1,665+ Number of planters who have attended new church trainings 
► 300+ Number of coaching relationships to equip and encourage new church 
pastors 
► 2,011,339 Total of charitable gifts donated by churches and individuals to the 
New Church Ministry annual fund  
► 40 Legacy Funds which are special gift agreements and permanent funds 
established in support of New Church Ministry  
The new church trainings that have been attended by over 1,665 planters are 
called “Leadership Academy.” They take place yearly at a retreat or hotel setting in 
Indianapolis, Indiana, which is home to the Disciples General Ministries headquarters. 
This five-day intensive and interactive learning experience brings together core teams to 
share wisdom and training on missional vision, values, strategies and practices. Their 
most recent event took place from October 7 to 11, 2019. The workshop topics included: 
► Team Development and Empowerment 
► Personal/Clergy Financial Practices 
► Inspiring Generosity and Fundraising 
► Congregational Budgeting and Bookkeeping 
► 20 Top Pre-Launch Steps 
► Understanding Your Leadership Style Using DiSC 




► Church Law and Compliance   
More information on the “Leadership Academy” can be found at 
www.LeadWithHope.org. The newest resource from New Church Ministry to support 
new church planters is a webinar series called “New Church Hacks.”  This webinar series 
suggests clever solutions and practical prompts to tricky problems for new and/or 
renewing churches. Topics include music, marketing, vision-setting, finances, and 
burnout. For more information and for church planters to register for future episodes and 
experience replays they can go to www.NewChurchHacks.com.    
The Disciples’ 2020 Vision called the Disciples for centralization of new church 
planting work. New Church Ministry and Hope Partnership became the general church 
ministries overseeing the new church planting process for the denomination in the United 
States and Canada. Thus, programs and resources to support new church planters and 
their families have their origin at the general manifestation of the church. From that 
starting point, the available resources flow to the regional church which implements them 
at their local projects. To what extent the flowing of those general church’ programs and 
resources is effective, and to what extent they help the new church planters and their 








Summary of Major Findings 
The following is a summary of the four major findings stemming from this 
research project. 
1. According to this study, the combined main stressors for new church planters 
and their families in the Florida Region of the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) are: long commutes, conflicts that affect both church and family 
relationships, inadequate financial help, and limited support from the Regional 
and General church to deal with stress. 
2. The Regional Church of the Disciples of Christ in Florida provides some 
limited resources to help new church planters and their families cope with 
stress. 
3. Most of the Disciples new church planters in Florida do not seem to be able to 
identify specific resources made available to help them and their families cope 
with the harmful effects of stress.  
4. Stress can negatively affect new church planters and their family’ 
relationships which can be detrimental to their wellbeing, to their ministries, 





LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter presents a synthesis of the major findings of the research project and 
elaborates upon them. The findings are restated and further analyzed through the lenses 
of personal observation, literature review, and biblical/theological framework.  The 
chapter contains my learnings as I conducted the research and analyzed the collected 
data. 
Major Findings 
    The major findings of the study are presented below followed by important  
ministry implications, limitations, unexpected observations, and further 
recommendations. 
 
Figure 5.1 Combined Main Stressors for Planters and Family Members 
 














First Finding – Main stressors for new church planters 
Long commutes, inadequate financial help, conflicts that affect both church and 
family relationships, and lack of support from the Regional and General church to deal 
with the harmful effects of stress, are according to this study, the combined stressors for 
new church planters and their families in the Florida Region of the Disciples of Christ 
denomination. 
Some figures stemming from this study regarding this first finding are:  
►58% of planters and 71% of family members showed concern about long 
commutes. 
►66.9 % of planters and 42.8% of family members showed concern about 
conflicts affecting church and family relationships. 
►46.6% of planters and 63.5% of family members showed concern about 
inadequate financial help for new church starts. 
►23.3% of planters and 33.3% of family members showed concern for limited 
support to help them cope with the harmful effects of stress. 
The Bible shows that new church planters experienced stress since antiquity for 
many reasons. Those reasons vary from historical age to historical age and from context 
to context. The constant is that stress is inherent to the new church planting process as it 
is to life. The literature review which is included in Chapter Two of this work, shows that 
the topic of new church planting and stress has not been extensively researched. Many 
sources make isolated references to the topic of stress and church planting, but little or no 
academic texts or professional literature is focused entirely on the subject. This is 
important because a lack of research limits the researcher’s options.  
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In the biblical and theological realm, the apostle Paul and Barnabas, for example, 
would leave their families behind and travel to many places to teach, preach, and 
strengthen the churches. They confronted many dangers, and thus much stress in the 
process of fulfilling their ministries. Their own lives were often at stake. Church planters 
nowadays generally bring their families along as they fulfill their ministries. In contrast, 
the planter’s families in antiquity, with some exceptions, were generally not highly 
involved in the new plants. That most likely caused some stress for new church planting 
families due to the distance and not being able to see each other often. The families of 
today’s planters are generally highly involved and assume roles of leadership within the 
new plants, which can also be a source of stress for all of them. It is just stress for a 
totally different set of reasons, but in any instance, stress can be harmful to all of those 
involved.  
The Florida Regional Church of the Disciples of Christ seems to be more aware of 
this problem than in the past and it is implementing some strategies like “Church Hacks” 
and  “Leadership Academy,” mainly through its General Ministries, to help absorb some 
of the impact stress can produce upon the church planters and their families.  
Second Finding – Limited resources for new church planters 
The Regional Church of the Disciples of Christ in Florida provides some limited 
resources to help new church planters and their families cope with stress.  
Sporadic financial grants are assigned to the new projects. These grants certainly 
bring some relieve from stress to a church planter, and possibly to his/her family. 
However, because the grants are so limited, their effectiveness in helping the recipients’ 
fight stress is jeopardized. One of the participating new church planters compared the 
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grants with a “band-aid attempting to cover a big wound.”  The participant made it clear 
that he appreciated the benefit, but also pointed out that “we are dealing with a huge 
financial need that can’t be fixed with a once in a while effort.”      
The Florida Regional Minister is making significant attempts to provide 
personalized support to new church planters as needed. Her reassuring presence, pastoral 
support and leadership are a blessing to new church planters and their families 
experiencing stressful situations. But within such a large territory, the time she can 
devote to those in need is limited. She also depends on the new church planters or their 
congregations being honest and calling her for help. Being conscious of the huge need 
and the fact that only one person cannot cover the whole territory effectively, the region 
recently named a contact person appointed to deal with new church projects’ issues and 
with congregations seeking affiliation with the Disciples. Most recently, the region 
opened two part-time positions to recruit ministers that would help the regional minister 
tend for the needs of clergy within this vast region.  
To some extent, these strategies are helping new church planters and their 
families deal with stress in the Florida Region of the Disciples of Christ. However, they 
have been put into place recently, thus it is difficult to assess their impact. Besides that, 
and as stated before, new church planting and stress is a topic that has not been 
extensively researched.   
New church planters and their families are God’s servants who sacrifice much. 
They deserve adequate nurturing as they confront stress through the church planting 
process. New church planters are committed to fulfill the Great Commission. The 
research study in Chapter Two mentions Dave Earley and Aubrey Malphurs, among other 
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scholars, claiming that “the Great Commission is church planting.”  If that is so, then a 
lot of attention and nurturing must be given to what Earley calls a new army of leaders. 
To emphasize that same point further, I refer to a statement found on page 26 on 
this study:  
If new church planting is claimed as the ultimate fulfillment of the Great 
Commission, the well-being of those performing such a foundational work should 
be of utmost importance to all the constituencies of the church. The health of new 
church planters and their families must be of great concern to all. The excessive 
stress they endure at times needs to be studied, analyzed, and remediated to the 
largest extent possible. At the end of the day, it is that new army of church 
planters who allow all Christians to proclaim that as the body of Christ, the Great 
Commission’s commandment is being fulfilled. 
In the biblical and theological sphere, the New Testament shows the churches 
helping each other in times of need. The Apostle Paul, among others, received offerings 
and gifts from congregations to be taken to other congregations in need in other regions. 
The Apostle shared both a thankful heart for the example set by the host congregations 
and would also encourage them to continue with such a loving practice as God would 
certainly bless them and multiply in blessings what they had given. Their actions might 
eventually be replicated by other churches as they were inspired by their love and 
compassion through unselfish giving.   
Third Finding – Church planters uninformed about resources 
According to this study, many of the Disciples’ new church planters in Florida are 
not able to name specific resources made available to help them and their families cope 
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with the harmful effects of stress. Six out of nine, or 66.6% of the participants addressing 
this issue, stated that they did not have knowledge that the region would offer any 
specific resources to help them cope with stress. Some of the participants expressed their 
lack of knowledge of available resources by saying that it would be a good thing to have 
those kinds of resources in place, but for the most, they did not know they existed at the 
time when they developed their church planting ministry in Florida.   
The fact is that, as discussed in ‘Finding #2’ above, the Florida Region of the 
Disciples is providing some limited resources and has put in place some strategies to help 
the new church planters and their families to cope with stress. But the new church 
planters and their families do not seem to have any knowledge of the existence of those 
resources and efforts, and thus they cannot make use of them.  
The participants’ answers to questions regarding this issue suggest that most of 
the new church planters have no knowledge of the availability of those resources. One of 
the new church planters, for example, expressed that “to have those kinds of resources 
available would had been of great help for me and my family.” It does not make a whole 
lot of sense to have the resources if those who can benefit from them do not know they 
exist. This research shows that the new church planters and their families are lacking 
education regarding this matter. It is ultimately the region’s task to use all the means at 
hand to get the information out.  
Now, to be fair to the region, the new church planters answering the question 
were mostly inactive planters. That means that at the time when they planted, it is most 
likely that those resources and strategies were not yet put into place by the region. It 
seems now that the region is trying to get the information out by using the available 
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electronic means and platforms. Also, the fact that the region has appointed a contact 
person for new plants and for congregations seeking affiliation with the Disciples, might 
be of great help to speed up the process of making the new church planters and their 
families knowledgeable of what the Region has to offer.  
 I cannot find scriptural support for this finding in the biblical basis for this work.  
Fourth Finding – Negative effects of stress on new church planters 
Stress can negatively affect new church planters and their family’ relationships 
which can be detrimental to their well-being, to their ministries, and to the Disciples of 
Christ new church planting goals in general.  
This finding relates greatly to the psychological aspects of stress. The literature is 
prolific on emphasizing the importance of keeping open and effective channels of 
information and education. Authors like Don Colbert and Barry Lenson, among others, 
provide a framework descriptive of the extent to which the psychological aspects of stress 
can lead someone from anxiety, to depression, and even to death. The lack of knowledge 
and the absence of information can generate anxiety and stress. On the other hand, 
knowledge and information are important deterrents of stress. An effective use of the 
available electronic means and platforms will continue to help the Disciples Region to 
keep the new church planters and their families well informed, thus significantly reducing 
the stress that misinformation can produce. 
  The stories of our new church planters and their family members certainly 
showed stress as a main character lingering amidst their lives and affecting their daily 
agendas in ways that would shake their relationships at all levels. Thus, stress can create 
a ripple effect that would reach the region’s work regarding their church planting goals 
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and beyond. I am convinced that much more can be done and must be done to help such a 
vital group of people better manage stress. Their well-being is at stake and the success of 
the region’s church planting efforts are at risk.  
Both active and inactive new church planters, as well as their family members, 
shared stories that challenged them to find effective ways to deal with the stress that their 
circumstances encompassed at the time. Big contrasts emerge between their stories and 
the biblical accounts related to the circumstances the first century church planters had to 
endure. As we compare the stress inherent to these two scenarios, it is difficult to know if 
today’s or antiquity’s new church planters endured more stress. The most important thing 
then is not who endured more stress but how they dealt with it and what resources were 
available to them to better cope with that stress.  
Paul and Barnabas had the church at Antioch backing them up during their 
missionary journeys. Christianity was being organized and the Holy Spirit, along with the 
believers’ support, were the main sources they had to help them endure those tumultuous 
times. They also had each other, the prayers constantly made by their Christian brothers 
and sisters, and the financial offerings that were shared among the churches.   
Nowadays, our new church planters and their families have the Holy Spirit, the 
prayers, and each other. They also have an organization backing up their ministerial 
efforts with an influx of resources, including those of a financial nature. The 
effectiveness or ineffectiveness of their work brings repercussions at the highest levels. It 
is thus important for the church at the general and regional levels to explore, produce and 
implement resources that would help new church planters and their families to more 
effectively cope with the effects of stress.  
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The stories of success and also those of desperation shared by the new church 
planters and their families through this work, reaffirm the fact that stress can negatively 
affect the well-being and the relationships of all subjects involved. These powerful stories 
are also a strong witness that as new church planters and their families confront stress 
their ministries are affected, and by default, the new church planting goals of their 
churches’ highest manifestations are affected as well.   
Ministry Implications of the Findings 
 This project’ findings presuppose ministry implications at various levels and 
affects the practice of ministry in rather positive ways. A minister reading this work 
might find enlightening ways of approaching the topic of new church planting and stress. 
This work might help new church planters and ministers in general to discover how to 
more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. Most importantly, the reading of 
this work might help ministers realize they are not alone in the process. Other colleagues 
are going through similar stressful situations, and most importantly, resources are 
available to help them and their families to cope more effectively with the effects of 
stress.  
This project also offers theological and professional literature insights that can 
help ministers to acquire a wider and clearer understanding of the biblical and 
psychological aspects of stress allowing them to learn how to better cope with stress, thus 
enhancing and improving their best practices in ministry.  
Family members of new church planters, and of ministers in general, might also 
be impacted. The stories shared through this work might allow family members to 
compare the situations they are experiencing, or had experienced in the past, with those 
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of the participants. These stories might lead family members of new church planters to 
identify with others going through similar stressful situations. Most importantly, this 
work might bring new awareness to family members regarding their role as members of a 
new church start. Being exposed to this work, they might feel encouraged to ask 
themselves difficult questions as: “Can my loved one be an effective pastor for me?”  
“Should I be an active member holding leadership positions at the new church plant my 
loved one is leading?”  “Would I be a better support for my loved one at stressful times if 
I come from the outside, instead of being on the inside?”   
Both the regional church in Florida and the Disciples of Christ denomination in 
the United States and Canada can use this study to let new church planters and other 
ministers know that they care and that they are aware of the emotional and psychological 
effects that stress can create in their lives. They can also use this study to promote the 
creation of programs, webinars, conferences, and other resources to help new church 
planters, and ministers in general, to better cope with stress. Other denominations, and 
the church at large, can use this study as a steppingstone for the purposes mentioned 
above, and for developing new and more comprehensive studies on the topic of new 
church planting and stress.             
Limitations of the Study 
Participation in this study was limited to active and inactive new church planters 
and their families in the Florida Region of the Disciples of Christ denomination. The fact 
that family members were to participate only at the planter’s invitation represents an 
important limitation for the study. This study would have probably attracted more 
participants if family members of new church planters had been directly invited by the 
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researcher. It was not done that way due to privacy concerns. Under different 
circumstances, it is likely that a larger number of the family members would had been 
contacted and probably a highest number would have participated.   
Another limitation to the study was that only four new plants were happening by 
the Disciples in the Florida Region at the time of the study. Only two ministers of those 
four participated. It is likely that a region with a higher number of new projects would 
had attracted higher percentages of participants. 
The study had a low number of participants and the fact that four of the 
participants stopped their involvement early in the process prevented the researcher from 
having a few more stories to rely on.  
Unexpected Observations 
The lack of extensive research on the topic of new church planting and stress was 
surprising and unexpected to me. I found a significant lack of articles and even fewer 
comprehensive works on the topic. Hopefully, others will be encouraged to explore this 
topic as they read this work. The practice of ministry might be positively revised and 
impacted in meaningful ways as the topic of new church planting and stress is more 
deeply and extensively researched.  
Unexpected also was the fact that the Disciples of Christ denomination seems to 
hold a different understanding of the Great Commission as it does not consider it as 
exclusively fulfilled through new church planting. The literature study in Chapter Two 
looks in general terms at the biblical convictions of scholars who see the Great 
Commission as being fulfilled only through new church planting. For the Disciples, new 
church planting seems to be only one way in which the Great Commission is 
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accomplished. As previously discussed, Disciples scholar Dick Hamm states the 
denomination stopped planting new congregations in the sixties. In my view, and within  
the Disciples ethos, that does not mean they stopped fulfilling the Great Commission. 
The Disciples continued to do lots of homeland and overseas ministries. For the Disciples 
that is to impart continuity to the many important challenges God places before the 
church through the Great Commission.  
For the Disciples, the Great Commission does not stop when people are brought 
to Jesus through evangelistic efforts. It also means a continued commitment with those 
accepting the Christian faith. That commitment includes help in areas like finances, 
construction of church buildings, donations of clothing and food, Christian education 
materials, help when disasters hit, and much more. Some Disciples congregations and 
regions keep specific commitments and brotherhoods with congregations abroad. For 
many years, the Disciples have had four yearly special offerings devoted to sustaining the 
main ministries of the church. One of those ministries is new church planting. 
Each of the thirty-one regions in which the Disciples encompass the United States 
and Canada exhibit an autonomous kind of government. The general church 
headquartered in Indianapolis manages the yearly special offerings and directs to the 
regions the monies they are entitled to. Each region then assigns the funds to conduct the 
specific ministries of the region according to specific goals and areas of focus.  
The Disciples have a strong overseas ministries component as well. Significant 
amounts of the monies given by the congregations are assigned to develop and maintain 
ministries overseas. The “to the ends of the earth” part of the Great Commission 
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commandment seems to be accomplished by the Disciples through giving to Overseas 
Ministries, which is one of their General Church ministries.  
The Disciples of Christ believe they might not all be able to travel to a distant 
country, but their commitment to fulfill the Great Commission can be felt through giving 
to home missions as well as to overseas ministries, so that those being called are able to 
go and evangelize as they are provided with adequate resources to preach and serve “to 
the ends of the earth.”    
Unexpected also was the fact that the big majority of the participants chose not to 
submit an alternate name to be used in the study. With only three participants submitting 
alternate names, or around 15% of the total number of participants, the researcher 
decided, in consultation with his project advisor, not to include alternate names at all as it 
would seem those who actually submitted them were being singled out.  
Various reasons are possibilities for most of the participants not submitting 
alternate names. Those reasons could range from the simple fact that they did not 
understand the request, or they did not understand the purpose of it. A deeper and more 
complicated possibility would be that the participants still felt hurt by their stories and 
wanted to keep them secret to the largest extent possible. Regardless of what the real 
reason was, I treated all participants equally as I prepared a descriptive narrative which 
did not refer to any of the participants by an alternate name.     
Recommendations 
I would recommend the Regional Church of the Disciples of Christ in Florida 
choose a professional printed resource to adequately teach and train their new church 
planters on how to more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress. I suggest they 
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design strong educational and informational sessions where the new church planters can 
learn about stress and about how to more effectively cope with it. Family members of 
new church planters can also be invited to benefit from those sessions. A main goal for 
the sessions might be to develop fellowship and to seek healing among those doing the 
work of new church planting for the region. Another important goal might be to empower 
new church planters and their families with effective tools and strategies to better cope 
with stress. Ultimately, the regional church would need to come up with its own set of 
goals and a strategy to implement such a program.   
Besides these encounters, I recommend that the region be intentional in keeping 
the new church planters informed of the resources the Disciples of Christ offer through 
the different digital platforms. I recommend that the region keep track of new church 
planters’ participation and hold them accountable about their participation. Active 
participation in “Leadership Academy” and “New Church Hacks” is critical for new 
church planters to be better ready to succeed on their day to day ministerial work. I 
further recommend that the region expose new church planters to current trends in new 
church planting on digital platforms. That experience can bring new insights and help the 
new church planters better deal with daily ministerial tasks more effectively. It can also 
reduce stress as the new church planters feel reaffirmed and taken care of by their 
judicatory leaders.  
A change in practice I recommend is that it should be required that new church 
planters reside at a reasonable distance from the new plant project. The regional church 
should decide what “reasonable” means to them. The point is not to add up stress to the 
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new church planter and her/his family by allowing them to commute long distances, but 
to deter stress by making sure they are reasonably close to the new plant location.  
Another important change in practice I would recommend relates to the planning 
stages regarding a new plant project. There must be a clear plan with goals, projections, 
and financial support in place even before the new plant starts. A lack of adequate pre-
planning adds stress upon the new church planter and her/his family. The mother and/or 
sponsoring congregations and the regional church need to work on this together. An 
effective and good faith planning process would ultimately benefit the new church planter 
and her/his family by getting rid of much unnecessary stress.  
A future area of research would be to extend the study of the topic of new church 
planting and stress to other regional churches of the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ), as well as to other denominations and to the church at large. This would allow 
comparing how stress is experienced by new church planters and their families in 
different places and under different contexts and circumstances. I would suggest this as 
the most effective way in which this research can be used in the future. If this research 
can serve as a seed to encourage other students, scholars and researchers to look further 
into the topic of new church planting and stress, my highest goal would have been 
accomplished for the sake of the church in general, and more specifically for the sake of 








This research journey has been challenging and enlightening. The learnings I have 
acquired largely surpass the difficulties I encountered. It is my hope that other students 
and researchers feel encouraged to read this work and to further research the topic of new 
church planting and stress. I believe that I have only touched the tip of the iceberg. It has 
been an honor for me to reach out to new church planters and their families and to receive 
their input. It is my prayer that God continues to bless them as they tackle an area of 
ministry where stress is paramount. I thank God for the colleagues in ministry who have 
been a part of this journey. May God bless each of them and prosper their ministries 
abundantly. I am forever indebted to Asbury Theological Seminary and to all my 
professors and other seminary staff for this incredible and unparalleled invitation. They 
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Regional Minister betsy@fldisciples.org                                                                                                                  
6455 E. Silver Springs Blvd.  
    Silver Springs, FL  34488  
    (352) 438-0340  
Rebecca Ashton     www.fldisciples.org  
Administrative Assistant  
regionaloffice@fldisciples.org  
                    
  
April 18, 2019  
  
To the Institutional Review Board at Asbury Theological Seminary:  
  
This letter is to certify my authorization to Fernando Morales to conduct a 
research study among active and inactive new church planters in the Florida 
Region of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). Fernando is a Disciples 
ordained minister in good standing in our Region. His research study is a 
requirement to obtain a Doctor in Ministry degree at Asbury Theological 
Seminary.  
  
I am excited about the possibilities Fernando’s research study entails. The 
topic of new church planting and stress is appealing. I consider this to be a needed 
study and I believe our local congregations, as well as the Regional and General 
expressions of our denomination can positively benefit from its findings.  
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I pray that Fernando will be successful in conducting this research study in 
our Disciples Region. The Region is committed to help Fernando in any way 
possible, including providing contact information, as available, of potential 
participants to facilitate him contacting them. We are as well here to support 
Fernando in prayer and to provide spiritual guidance and encouragement.  Shall 
you have any questions or concerns, please, do not hesitate to contact me.  
  
Blessings, in Christ,   
  
Rev. Dr. Betsy Goehrig  
Regional Minister  
Florida Disciples Regional Church  
Rev. Mary Beth Harper           6455 E. 
Silver Springs Blvd. Director                     
Silver Springs, FL  34488 
marybeth@fldisciples.org             (352) 236-2302  
                 www.theretreatatsilversprings.com 
  
        
                  
  




Invitation Letter to Participants 
July 2019 
Dear Potential Research Study Participant: 
I hope this finds you well. 
My name is Fernando Morales. I am an ordained minister of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) and a Doctoral degree candidate at Asbury Theological Seminary. 
My Dissertation project is about new church planting and stress within the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida. The project’s purpose is to identify the sources 
of stress for church planters and their families, and to explore resources made available to 
them to better cope with the effects of stress. 
The Florida Regional Church has authorized me to conduct this research study 
among active and inactive church planters. If you are currently planting a new church in 
the Florida Region, or if you did that in the past, you are the right person to participate. 
Your participation in this study is voluntary and you can withdraw from the study at any 
time. 
Your insights might help other church planters and their families. The Florida 
Region of the Disciples will be encouraged through this study to take a fresh look at this 
important topic and to continue to devote time and resources to help new church planters 
and their families to more effectively cope with stress. 
The identity of all participants will be kept confidential. The answers provided 
to the research instruments will be safely stored; exclusively used for the sole purpose of 
completing this study; and appropriately disposed of after the study is finished.     
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I look forward to your participation. Thank you in advance for your willingness to 
do so.  







Consent Form for Interview 
Introduction:  My name is Fernando Morales. I am a student at Asbury 
Theological Seminary conducting a Dissertation project on ‘New Church Planting and 
Stress’ as partial requirement for the Doctor of Ministry degree. My telephone number is 
(386) 873-9770. My Research Advisor is Dr. Winfield Bevins and his phone number is 
(859) 858-2388. You may contact either of us at any time if you have questions about this 
study. 
Purpose:  The purpose of this study is to research about new church planting and 
stress within the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida. The research will 
inquire about what are the sources of stress for new church planters and their families in 
the Florida Region among the Disciples. It will as well explore what resources are made 
available to church planters and their families to help them more effectively cope with the 
effects of stress.  
Procedure:  If you consent, you will be asked several questions in an oral 
interview that will take place either via phone, Skype, or face to face at a private and 
mutually agreed location and time. The researcher will take an audio recording of the 
interview. This is to ensure the verbatim transcription of your answers.  
Time required:  The interview process will take approximately two hours of your 
time. 
Voluntary participation:  Your participation in this study is completely 
voluntary. If you choose to participate, you may still refuse to answer any questions you 
do not wish to answer. You may also withdraw from the study at any time. 
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Risks:  There is minimal risk associated with the completion of this interview 
process.  
Benefits:  While there are no guaranteed benefits, it is possible that you will 
enjoy sharing your answers to these questions or that you will find the exercise 
meaningful. As an active participant in this study you might benefit from the opportunity 
to make your voice heard through the completion of this interview process. There exists 
also the possibility that you might feel distress during the conversation. If this happens, 
please let me know immediately.   
Confidentiality / Anonymity:  Your identity will be kept confidential in all the 
reporting and/or writing related to this study. I will be the only person present for the 
interview and the only person who listens to the recordings. When I write about your 
specific answers, I will use a pseudonym provided by you. If you do not provide a 
pseudonym, I will assign you one. This is to ensure that no one reading the study will be 
able to identify you in any way.  
Sharing the Results: A written account of the research will be submitted to my 
Research Advisor. I will also be sharing what I learn from this study with other doctoral 
degree students at a Doctor of Ministry Colloquium. Additionally, I will be sharing this 
study with the Florida Region of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 
Publication: There is the possibility that I publish this study or refer to it in 
published writing in the future. In this event, I will continue to protect your identity by 
using only your pseudonym. I may alter some identifying details to further protect your 
identity. There is also the possibility that the Christian Church in Florida choose to 
publish portions of this study in their newsletters. 
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Before you sign: By signing below, you are agreeing to be interviewed for this 
research study. Be sure that any questions you may have are answered to your 
satisfaction. If you agree to participate in this study, a copy of this signed document will 
be provided to you by the researcher.  
Participant’s signature: _________________________________ 
Date: ________________ 
Participant’s printed name:__________________________________________ 
Participant’s pseudonym: ____________________________________    
Researcher’s signature: __________________________________ 
Date: ________________ 
Researcher’s printed name:__________________________________________  
*Should this document be returned to the researcher electronically, your 
printed name will be considered as your actual signature.  
 
**This Consent Form for Interview document has been adapted by the 
researcher from the sample provided by Tim Sensing in his book: ‘Qualitative 
Research,’ Appendix 1, pp. 235-6. 





Consent Form for Survey / Questionnaire 
Introduction: My name is Fernando Morales. I am a student at Asbury 
Theological Seminary conducting a Dissertation project on ‘New Church Planting and 
Stress’ as partial requirement for the Doctor of Ministry degree. My telephone number is: 
(386) 873-9770. My Research Advisor is Dr. Winfield Bevins and his phone number is: 
(859) 858-2388. You may contact either of us at any time if you have questions about this 
study.  
Purpose: The purpose of this research is to study about new church planting and 
stress within the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida. I am researching about 
what are the sources of stress for new church planters and their families in the Florida 
Region. I am also exploring, among other topics, what resources are made available to 
help new church planters and their families more effectively cope with the harmful 
effects of stress. 
Procedure: If you consent, you will be completing either a Survey or a 
Questionnaire, or both. These will be sent to you via email for you to complete in your 
own computer at the privacy of your home. You will be expected to return the completed 
research instruments electronically to the researcher at your earliest convenience, but no 
later than two weeks after you receive them. 
Time required: The completion of a survey will take approximately thirty 
minutes of your time. The completion of a questionnaire will take approximately an hour 
of your time.  
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Voluntary participation:  Your participation in this study is completely 
voluntary. If you choose to participate, you may still refuse to answer any questions or 
check any items you do not wish to. You may also withdraw from the study at any time. 
Risks: There is minimal risk associated with completing these research 
instruments.  
Benefits: While there are no guaranteed benefits, it is possible that you will enjoy 
sharing your answers to these questions or that you will find the exercise meaningful. 
This study is intended to give a voice to church planters regarding the stressful situations 
they sometimes endure and how those situations can affect their general well-being. It 
also intends to explore resources made available for church planters and their families to 
better cope with stress. As an active participant in this study you might benefit from the 
opportunity to make your voice heard through the completion of the research instruments 
as you provide your insights regarding this important aspect of ministry.  
Confidentiality / Anonymity: Your identity will be kept confidential in all the 
reporting and/or writing related to this study. I will be the only person receiving and 
analyzing your answers and the only person reporting the findings stemming from them. 
When I write about your specific answers, I will use a pseudonym provided by you. This 
ensures that no one reading the study will be able to identify you in any way.  
Sharing the results: I will construct a written account of what I learn based on 
interviews, the questionnaire and the survey, along with my readings, literature review 
and research about new church planting and stress. This written account will be submitted 
to my Research Advisor. I also plan to share what I learn from this study with other 
doctoral degree students at a Doctor of Ministry Colloquium, as well as with the Florida 
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Region of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). Portions of the written account may 
be printed and made available to them. 
Publication: There is the possibility that I will publish this study or refer to it in 
published writing in the future. In this event, I will continue to use your pseudonym and I 
may alter some identifying details to further protect your identity. There is also the 
possibility that the Disciples Florida Region choose to publish portions of this study in 
their newsletters.  
Before you sign: By signing below, you are agreeing to complete a survey or a 
questionnaire, or both, for this research study. Be sure that any questions you may have 
are answered to your satisfaction. If you agree to participate in this study, a copy of this 
signed document will be provided to you by the researcher.    
Participant’s signature: _________________________________ 
Date: ________________ 
Participant’s printed name:__________________________________________ 
Participant’s pseudonym: ____________________________________    
Researcher’s signature: __________________________________ 
Date: ________________ 
Researcher’s printed name:__________________________________________  
*As you return this document electronically to the researcher, your printed 
name will be considered as your actual signature. 
**This Consent Form for Survey / Interview document has been adapted by 
the researcher from the sample provided by Tim Sensing in his book ‘Qualitative 
Research,’ Appendix 1, pp. 235-6. 
 





Survey on Stressors for Planters 
Dear new church planter thanks for your willingness to participate in this study. 
This survey is for you to identify the stressors that have affected you within the church 
planting process. The following is a list of possible stressors you might have experienced. 
I strongly suggest that you read the list of stressors and briefly reflect upon them before 
assigning any numbers. Please, assign a number to each stressor on the line provided at 
the left, #1 being the one that stresses you the most. The lower the number, the higher 
the stress.  
 
_______   Being bi-vocational. 
_______   Unclear boundaries regarding my role as pastor. 
_______   Unfulfilled expectations regarding how the church plant is going. 
_______   Long driving distance to work, to church and back home. 
_______   Not enough preparation time. 
_______   Not enough time for spiritual practices. 
_______   Not enough time for pastoral visitation. 
_______   Stressed out family relationships due to excessive workload. 
_______   Lack of family support at new church start. 
_______   Conflicting members at new church start. 
_______   Having spouse as a church member. 
_______   Having children or other kin as church members. 
_______   Difficult personal financial situation. 
_______   Outstanding student loans. 
_______   Inadequate financial support from local, Regional and General church. 
_______   Not enough resources from the denomination to help deal with stress. 
_______   Lack of training and coaching. 
 
Please, write down any other stressors not listed above that have significantly 







Survey on Stressors for Family Members 
Dear family member of a church planter, thank you for your willingness to 
participate in this survey. Please, read the following list of stressors. Assign a number to 
each stressor on the line provided to the left #1 being the one causing you the most 
stress. The lower the number, the more the stress; the higher the number, the less the 
stress. All your answers are confidential and used solely for this study’s purposes.  
________   Having a family member as my pastor. 
________    I feel obligated to go to church. 
________   I feel burdened and exhausted by relationships with church members. 
________   Unhealthy family relationships due to conflicts taking place in church. 
________   Too many moves from city to city due to ministry site changes. 
________   Leaving my friends behind and having to start all over again. 
________   Family difficult financial situation. 
________   I am not clear about the boundaries of my role in the new project. 
________   Others are not clear about the boundaries of my role. 
________   Unfulfilled expectations regarding how the new church is developing 
________   Conflicting members in the church. 
________   Lack of support from the Regional and General church to help deal 
with stress. 




Please, list any other stressors that have affected you and are not included in the 




 APPENDIX G 
Letter to Experts 
Dear Expert Reviewer,  
Many blessings to you and yours. I am Fernando Morales and a Doctoral degree 
student at Asbury Theological Seminary. Thanks a lot for accepting the invitation to 
provide your expertise in reviewing the research instruments for my Research Project.  
This project is about ‘New Church Planting and Stress Within the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida.’  It seeks to identify the stressors for new church 
planters and their families, as well as to explore resources made available to them to 
better cope with the harmful effects of stress. I crafted the following three Research 
Questions to guide the research: 
RQ #1: What are the stressors experienced by new church planters? 
RQ #2: What are the stressors experienced by family members of new church 
planters? 
RQ #3: What resources are made available for new church planters and their 
families to more effectively cope with the harmful effects of stress?  
I designed four research instruments in the fashion of a Survey on Stressors for 
Planters, a Survey on Stressors for Family Members of Planters, a Questionnaire for 
planters, their families and regional staff, and a Semi-Structured Interview for Planters. 
These are the instruments that need your expert eyes and experience.  
Please, provide your professional and honest judgment by following the Protocol 
provided for each instrument’s evaluation. I look forward to your comments and 
suggestions to make these instruments more effective and reliable. 
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Thank you so much for devoting of your precious time to help me out. 
Respectfully, 





Expert Review Protocol for Questionnaire 
Reviewer’s title and name:     
Reviewer’s current position: 
Instrument’s name:  Questionnaire for Active and Inactive Church Planters of 
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Florida 
 
Thanks for your willingness to review and provide your professional input into 
this Research Instrument. Please, use your honest professional judgment and check the 
column or columns that best describe each component of the Research Instrument. 
Provide suggestions to clarify as you deem necessary. 
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Expert Review Protocol for Interview 
Reviewer’s title and name:                      
Reviewer’s current position: 
Instrument’s name: Interview for Regional Staff of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in Florida 
 
Thanks for your willingness to provide your professional input into this Research 
Instrument. Please, use your honest professional judgment and check the column or 
columns that best describe each component of the Research Instrument. Provide 
suggestions to clarify as you deem necessary. 
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Expert Review Protocol: Survey on Stressors for Planters 
Reviewer’s title and name:                                                               
Reviewer’s current position: 
Instrument’s name: Survey on Stressors for Planters 
Thanks for your willingness to review and provide your professional input into 
this Research Instrument. Please, use your honest professional judgment and check the 
column or columns that best describe each component of the Research Instrument. 
Provide suggestions to clarify as you deem necessary. 
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Expert Review Protocol: Survey on Stressors for Family Members 
Reviewer’s Title and Name: 
Reviewer’s current position: 
Instrument’s name: Survey on Stressors for Family Members 
Thank you so much for agreeing to review this Research Instrument. Apply your 
honest professional judgment and check the column or columns that best describe each of 
the instrument’s components. Provide suggestions to clarify as you deem necessary. 
 
                          Clear       Unclear          Needed      Not needed   Suggestion to 
          clarify     
Instrument’s 
name.    
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Interview Protocol for Planters 
QUESTION SCRIPT PROMPT 
Welcome and 
explain what will occur. 
Hi. How are you? 
Thanks for agreeing to this 
interview. Please, make 
yourself comfortable. Per our 
previous communication I 
will be taking a recording of 
this interview.  
 







How did you get 
into ministry? 
 Good advice is 
key. 
What’s the best 
advise you received at the 
beginning of your 
ministerial journey? 





important lesson you 
learned early into 
ministry? 
 The minister’ 
feelings matter. 
How do you feel 
about your ministry at this 
moment? 
 Evaluation of 
work and ministry are 
important as well. 
What kind of 
growth in numbers and 
finances have your new 
church experienced during 
the last year? 
 It is wise to set 
ministerial future goals. 
Where do you see 
your new church plant 
within the next 5 years? 
  
Where do you see 
yourself in ministry within 
the next 5 years? 
  
   
 FAMILY  
How is your 
household composed at the 
moment? 
 Ministers must 




Are they all healthy 
and well? 
 Family members 
are generally active in new 
church projects. 
How active is your 
family in your new church 
start? 
 Family 
involvement might cause 
stress to the new church 
planter. 
Have you 
experienced stress related 
to your family being part 
of the new church start? 
 The new church 
planter needs to figure out 
how to deal with stress 
caused by family 
members in leadership 
positions. 
If yes, how have 
you dealt with that stress? 
  
If no, how do you 
deter possible stressful 
situations? 
 The planter’s 
ministry can cause stress 
to her/his family. 
Do you feel your 
family is stressful due to 
your ministry? 
  
If yes, how do you 
think that can be changed? 
 Some scholars 
believe a minister cannot 
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be the pastor of her/his 
own family. 
Do you feel you 
can provide objective and 
unbiased pastoral care to 
your family? 
  
   
 COMMUNICATION  
Is there adequate 
communication between 
the new church plant and 
the Region? 
 Taking the 




 A lack of 
communication can cause 
stress. 
Do you feel 
stressed due to lack of 
communication? 
 There is always 
room for improvement. 
How do you think 
communication can be 
improved? 
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 COACHING AND 
TRAINING 
 
Do you have a 






opportunities are offered 
by the Regional or 
General church? 
 Training and the 
practice of ministry go 
hand on hand. 
How is that 
training helpful in your 
present ministerial 
situation? 
 To have a coach 
can increase or decrease a 
new church planter’s 
stress.  
How having a 
coach increases or 
decreases your stress? 
 The Regional and 
General church can be 
supportive. 
How do you feel 
the Regional and General 
church can be more 
supportive to you and can 
help relieve your stress? 
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